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ABSTRACT
It is our claim that adolescents are not fully developing important skills such as
concentration, critical thinking, and reflection because of their use of electronic media
while living within a fast-paced, individualistic, technological society in which they are
isolated from adults. Without guidance from adults who can nurture focus, deep thinking,
reflection, and person-to-person interaction, adolescents’ brain development will continue
to be underdeveloped in these areas, all of which are essential to developing a life of
faith.
Current responses to this problem include: avoiding technology altogether;
embracing it fully and completely without boundaries; accepting it but focusing on using
it responsibly; recreating filters for information; and guiding Christians in the
stewardship of technology.
In our thesis we claim that people will have to be intentional to develop depth
within the technological culture, starting with framing the understanding of the Christian
life as a pilgrimage that relies on continuous formation from God and personal interaction
with one another. This theological shift is necessary to define faith in Christ and
discipleship as a process that relies equally upon community and individual belief. We
claim it is imperative that Christian adults come alongside adolescents in this process in
order to begin to foster depth in relationships and faithful action together. To do so,
Christians need to shift from relying on information-based systems of discipling to
primarily relying upon experiential learning for spiritual development. We propose the
development of Covenant Pilgrimage, a seven-month intentional discipleship journey for
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college-age students, as one response to the ministry problem. However, it is our claim
that the need for intentionally developing depth and relying upon community and
experiential learning in discipleship can and should be worked into any ministry context.

7
SECTION 1: THE PROBLEM

Over the last ten to twelve years, electronic media has advanced at an explosive
rate. As a result, our society is experiencing connectivity between people, cultures, and
events unlike any other time in history. Combined with an unlimited influx of knowledge
and information, our society is experiencing something akin to a natural phenomenon. It
has caused us culturally to catch our breath as we look around in awe at this new
technological landscape. However, we still have yet to discover fully if it is a good place,
a potentially harmful place, or both.
And yet adolescents (often labeled the “Millennial” generation) and preadolescents do not even understand that this landscape is a new one.1 In fact, for most of
them it is all they have ever known. These young people are often defined by their
proficiency and knowledge with this new landscape. One could even say that they ‘live
and move and have their being’2 within electronic technology. Considering the
sociological/relational context it replaces, this should especially disturb us as Christians.
It is disturbing because ultimately the technological landscape does not naturally
foster depth or meaning within the nonstop flow of information. Technology, in and of
itself, is not relational. It also does not offer the skills necessary to discern the validity,
morality, or meaning of the words, ideas, and extensions of humanity that it channels. It
is a landscape that is indifferent to humanity and not concerned with the fact that young
adolescents lack the experience, wisdom, and maturity needed to thrive within it. Despite
1

We are specifically addressing the Millennial generation that spans from those born
approximately between the years of 1980 to 2000. However, we believe our research and thesis will also be
relevant for pre-adolescents born after 2000.
2

Acts 17:28: Paul addresses the Athenians and states that it is actually within God that we live and
move and have our being.
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the fact that adolescents seem more competent with technology than adults,
developmentally they do not have the skills and experience needed to absorb, reflect,
critique, and counteract this reality and gain meaningful understanding. Meaningful
understanding is essential for turning information into knowledge, and knowledge into
wisdom. It is also vital for recognizing what kinds of connections are needed for building
genuine relationships.
The paradox of being extremely proficient with technology, but not having
enough skills of discernment, is a problem because of the potentially devastating
ramifications for an already isolated adolescent culture.3 Young people are hurtling
toward an adulthood for which they are not being adequately prepared. Without enough
guidance from and interaction with adults, they spend the majority of their time living
within a shallow and consumeristic peer culture, unable to see how their ways of learning
and relating in this technological landscape are stunting their development.
To succeed as adults, adolescents need to be able to think critically, reflect deeply,
and develop their imaginations in order to find meaning and truth in the midst of chaos.4
As well, they need to be able to engage person-to-person with others in order to develop
authentic relationships. Unfortunately, the current uses of electronic media are hindering
the development of these important skills. Instead, the ways young people use electronic

3

See Chap Clark, Hurt 2.0: Inside the World of Today’s Teenagers (Grand Rapids, Brazos Press,
2011) and Mark Bauerlein, The Dumbest Generation: How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and
Jeapordizes Our Future (Or, Don’t Trust Anyone Under 30) (New York, Penguin Books, 2008). This is
also elaborated upon in the Thesis.
4

Author and columnist Thomas Friedman addresses these characteristics (among other things) as
vital to succeeding in the 21st century in his book The World is Flat: A Brief History of the 21st Century
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006). See also his article “Teaching for America”
http://dosageconsulting.posterous.com/tom-friedman-skills-for-the-future-the-abilit (accessed January 19,
2012) that discusses this specifically in relation to high-school students.
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media create patterns of living, relating, and learning that are negatively impacting their
ability to grow into mature adults. And just as these skills are needed for maturing into
adulthood, they are also needed for life-long spiritual development. The Christian life
requires the ability to engage and reflect about one’s relationship with God, to sift
through chaos and pain to find truth and meaning, and to connect and care for others
authentically.
For Christians who are called to empower, build, and raise up the next generation
to live out a vibrant, active faith, it is essential that we seek to understand the changes in
our environment and pay attention to the use of electronic media. By doing so we can
better learn how to use (and teach the use of) technology in ways that foster true growth
and meaningful connection. We must seek to understand how the socio-technological
landscape has changed, for it will inevitably shape (and is shaping) all of us who live
within it, whether we pay attention to it or not. For those who are passionate about
discipling adolescents and young adults, it is essential that we understand how the use of
electronic media is affecting our culture, so we can seek ways to live well within what is
now our new reality.5
The Technological Landscape
Studying the technological landscape is ultimately a study of media, and to
understand media we must recognize that its various forms are essentially extensions of
humanity itself. This reality was what sociologist Marshall McLuhan expounded upon
throughout his work in the 1950s and 1960s and, despite the intervening decades,
5

Although we are specifically addressing adolescents, pre-adolescents and young adults in this
dissertation, we believe that these cultural changes are affecting everyone and the ideas and practical
applications to be discussed in the coming pages may be beneficial for all ages engaging in discipleship
within the Church.

10
McLuhan is still considered one of the most influential sociologists seeking to understand
humanity’s relationship with media. Even considering all the technological changes in
those six decades, the underlying concepts of the relationship between humanity and
technology that he postulated apply just as strongly in the twenty-first century.
What McLuhan is perhaps most known for is the idea that “the medium is the
message.”6 What he presented is that when it comes to technology, we are not unaffected
by the function of a certain media. McLuhan believed that over time we will change both
individually and socially simply by engaging and using various media. We may think our
electronic media simply give us more ways to communicate or engage, when in actuality
the very act of using them has the potential to change how, what, and why we connect
with one another.
At the time of his writing, McLuhan distinguished and defined specific media
such as the telephone, the television, and the radio as inherently different from one
another. He noticed that each one required a varying amount of sensory attention, some
requiring more participation and imagination on our part, and some less. These
distinctions led him to theorize that the more sensory attention a given medium
demanded, the higher its potential to cause fragmentation—or, in other words, minimal
absorption of content.7 McLuhan theorized that without an adequate amount of
participation, integration and reflection, the majority of the content conveyed through

6

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: McGraw-Hill
Book Company, 1964), vii.
7

Ibid., 22-24. McLuhan makes distinctions between ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ media in order to discuss a
need for participation in order to absorb and retain information/content. At the time of his writing he
considered the telephone to be an example of a ‘cool’ medium that required more to be “filled in” by the
listener because the ear is given a meager amount of information. He considered the movies a “hot”
medium because it does not require much to be “filled in” or “completed” by the audience.
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high-sensory media would ultimately be fragmented, i.e. lost, forgotten, or never
assimilated. McLuhan described this sensory overload as experiencing “high definition,”
or “being well-filled with data.”8 Fifty years later, we are experiencing this “being wellfilled with data” at an exponential level, because electronic media have morphed to
engaging more than one of our senses at a time. They have converged together, and will
continue to do so, as we see with cell phones’ having options for playing movies, music
and connecting with the Internet, in addition to calling or texting people. Presently, as a
culture, we are not just well-filled with data; we are saturated with it—immersed,
enclosed, hemmed in, because we are literally plugged in.
But what’s wrong with that? This entire spectrum of electronic media is
entertaining, fun, explosive, and engaging. McLuhan, though, postulated that the intensity
of being well-filled with data (or constantly experiencing high definition of our senses)
would lead to humanity’s experiencing a certain kind of fragmentation that would make
living life merely entertainment.9 What we need to balance out that kind of sensory
overload is healthy amounts of reflection, imagination, and participation. This will help
us assimilate and ingest what engages our senses so we can gain meaning, learn from
what is coming our way, and even protect our physical bodies from sensory overload.10
In recent years educators (both religious and non-religious) have started to accept
the reality that for humans, our minds and bodies are intricately connected, not only to
ourselves but also to other people and to the environment. Such phrases as “holistic
8

McLuhan, Understanding Media, 22.

9

Ibid., 23-24.

10

This is our interpretation of McLuhan’s metaphor. Because he is referring to aspects of media
that have changed significantly over the years, some interpretation is required when reworking his theories
for new contexts.
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education” or “holistic health” have been coined to describe changes in teaching methods
and curriculum that pay attention to emotional, spiritual, mental, and physical health.
When it comes to electronic media and the impact of sensory overload on our bodies, it is
no wonder that as a society we are physically experiencing its effects. Consider the
indecision and anxiety we go through because of the many choices we face (i.e.
vocations, jobs, information sources, grocery stores, restaurants, etc.). Also, consider the
way we multi-task responsibilities, often while trying to converse with others. These
kinds of multi-tasking habits distract and fragment the quality and sincerity of what we
do or say in the process. Combine those things with a predominantly sedentary lifestyle
and poor eating habits; our society is experiencing high levels of obesity, depression, and
other stress-related diseases.
Our mental, emotional, spiritual, and physical well-being is important to our
learning.11 This means that our well-being is essential to genuine growth and maturation,
including our ability to retain the lessons of our experiences and relationships. We need
to foster participation by including reflection, critical analysis, and imagination along
with, but also apart from, our use of electronic media. When we include these ways of
interacting with the world, there is more potential for information and experience to shift
to understanding and wisdom.
Such a shift relies on the brain’s ability to assimilate information and experience
and then decipher, interpret, integrate, and learn from everything. What is both
fascinating and alarming is that the brain has the ability to rewire itself according to one’s
environment and lifestyle. In order to understand the ramifications of this fully, we’ll take
a deeper look at how media and the Internet have changed the way we receive, process,
11

John Medina, Brain Rules (Seattle: Pear Press, 2008), 18 and 120.
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and access information. Using the research on brain science, we will also take a deeper
look into how our use of the Internet and electronic media is actually altering the way we
think, how we process information, and how we relate with one another.

How Electronic Media Affects the Brain
The term “information overload” has become a more common phrase to describe
what people experience within this Information Age. We have unprecedented amounts of
information instantly available to us,12 and many people are starting to wonder how this
impacts our daily lives as well as our future world.
In Flickering Pixels, author Shane Hipps offers some insight into what happens
when that kind of fire-hose flow goes unchecked:
Information alone is strength without coordination. We become a danger to
ourselves when we have it. Understanding is the ability to coordinate that raw
information in meaningful ways. Understanding creates enthusiasm. We can
direct our knowledge toward potentially useful ends—but we may also be a
danger to others. Wisdom, however, is knowing how, when, and why we use our
understanding; wisdom is settling into our understanding without being too
enamored by it…. Unfortunately, the Information Age does little to encourage the
development of wisdom. This requires time, experience, contemplation, patience,
suffering, and even stillness to obtain. But the churning sea of information never
settles long enough to allow for the emergence of wisdom. We are left with ‘the
conceit of wisdom rather than real wisdom’ and become a burden to society rather
than a boon. If we are not alert, the Information Age may stunt our growth and
create a permanent puberty of the mind.13
12

Chrystia Freeland, “Yuri Milner on the future of the internet,” Reuters,
http://blogs.reuters.com/chrystia-freeland/2011/09/23/yuri-milner-on-the-future-of-the-internet (accessed
November 15, 2011). Yuri Milner, a writer for Reuters, made a presentation in September 2011 to G-8
world leaders (a forum for governments of seven major economies) about issues related to the Internet. He
proposed that by 2020, more than 5 billion people will be connected to the Internet, and in terms of
information, “if you add all information that was generated by mankind for the last 30,000 years beginning
with the first drawings on the walls of the caves until year 2003, an equal amount of information was
created last year for only two days. It took two days to create an equal amount of information to the one
that was created by all people that ever lived from the dawn of civilization until 2003. And moreover the
same amount of information will be generated in ten years from now only within one hour.”
13

Shane Hipps, Flickering Pixels (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 71.
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Fifty years ago McLuhan was beginning to see some effects of the Information
Age as people began experiencing abnormal amounts of anxiety. He considered that
anxiety to be only the first stage of a growing problem. McLuhan predicted that the next
stage would be an “Age of Boredom” resulting from years of a barrage of ever-changing
media.14 As such, anxiety would ultimately lead to boredom—an attitude of indifference,
lacking meaning, and/or lacking in direction. This is a paradoxical problem. The sheer
enormity of the input around us ought to be liberating. But in reality, without the help of
some kind of filter, it becomes paralyzing.
Kovach and Rosenstiel explore the need for some kind of filtering in their book
Blur: How to Know What’s True in the Age of Information Overload.15 They call it
having one’s own “personal editor.” The change that has occurred with the rise of the
Internet, cable television, and syndicated news channels (in terms of presented
information) makes it increasingly confusing for people to know what is true, what is
fact, what is opinion, what is sanctioned, what is slanted, and whether those who present
the information are held accountable. Gone are the days when people got their news from
a handful of trusted sources. Now there are cable-news channels, multiple newspapers,
and special-interest groups who publish their own materials, blogs, and websites—all that
seem to be legitimate. For any one topic, a person can Google it and come up with
hundreds, thousands, or millions of sites. Is it a wonder that Millennials who have grown
up in this system often stick to what is entertaining, rather than trying to sift through
massive amounts of information to discover what is true or meaningful?
14

McLuhan, Understanding Media, 26.

15

Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel, Blur: How to Know What’s True in the Age of Information
Overload (New York: Bloomsbury, 2010).
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Kovach and Rosenstiel seek to help the average person by asking some basic
questions: What are the skills we need to be our own editors? How can the average
consumer of information know how to navigate through it all and come up with a
semblance of the truth? The authors address these questions and then provide tools of
‘active skepticism’ that can enable consumers to evaluate information and become active
participants in the new age of information rather than its victims.16 They describe this
paradoxical problem (of the enormity of information that is supposed to be liberating)
this way:
If information is coming quickly and overabundantly, knowledge, paradoxically,
is harder to come by. When information is in great supply, knowledge is harder,
not easier, to create because we have to sift through more facts, more assertions,
more stuff, to arrive at it. An abundance of information often means more
dissonance, more contradictions.17
They accurately conclude that consumers have entered an era of what they call
“show me the truth.”18 People want the truth to be proven, they want to experience the
process of getting to that truth, and they want to understand why it is or is not true.
The problem with living in an era of “show me what’s true” is that without skills
of critical thinking and the time to engage with that information, even the desire to “show
me what’s true” is lost. When Millennials (or anyone for that matter) become too
overwhelmed to engage, they will disengage. Consumers of every age will need to
develop an “active skepticism” versus passively receiving ideas and concepts that will
most often never take root.19 This is a problem because at the end of the day, nothing is
16

Kovach and Rosenstiel, Blur, 8.

17

Ibid., 47.

18

Ibid., 33.

19

Ibid., 8. Active skepticism is a term Kovich and Rosenstiel employ to describe skills of knowing
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truly meaningful—information becomes only interesting at best, or boring at worst. It is
hard to be formed positively by what is boring. The challenge then, to become a
successful personal editor, is to develop concentration, critical thinking, and reflection,
and be able to interact competently with others.
A major roadblock to developing filtering skills, however, is the design of the
Internet itself—particularly since the Internet is now the main source where most
consumers get their information (younger adults and youth in particular). Whether it is
news or entertainment, the Internet has grown into something unlike anything ever before
experienced in history. The newspaper, magazine, television, and radio media that were
separate entities for decades have now merged together on the Internet. And though some
are still trying to exist autonomously, they have all had to learn to employ the Internet to
a growing degree. With a computer and an Internet connection, one can now gather much
of the information that once came from autonomous sources. The Internet has become an
integral part of life for accessing and interacting with information and people.
Decades ago McLuhan said that “the medium is the message.” He also held that
in terms of the electronic age, “a totally new environment is created with it.”20 That
means a new environment is not just the way things change around us but in us.

how to evaluate information from the press and other sources so that people can become participants in the
new age of information rather than its victims. They submit six steps in what can be called the “way of
skeptical knowing,” the discipline and skills required of a discriminating citizen: 1) identifying what kind
of content one is encountering, 2) identifying whether a news account is complete, 3) the question of how
to assess sources, something even many journalists have approached lazily, 4) assessing the evidence, 5)
exploring how the more recent news models tend to use or interact with evidence, and how that is often a
key way of establishing what kind of journalism you are encountering, 6) evaluating the news by exploring
whether we are getting what we need from the news more generally. Their outline is not a formula, but is
intended to describe ideas and to open a way of thinking about information.
20

McLuhan, Understanding Media, vii.
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McLuhan’s concept suggests that, as we live within a new technological environment, we
will also be the ones to change.
There are many new environments being created around us, but possibly the most
pervasive is the Internet. Nicholas Carr, an author and researcher who uses McLuhan’s
foundational principles to expand on the medium of the Internet, explores how the
Internet affects our brains and how its use rewires the way we think and interact with
information. This rewiring impacts the way we learn and what we retain. Over a period of
time, Carr began to realize that his own brain function began to change, from a linear way
of gathering information to a process that was fast-paced, multi-sensory, and disjointed.
Because of this, he recognized a distinct difference in his capacity to learn, engage, and
retain the information. The physical change he experienced led him to research how the
brain changes and adapts over time according to our experiences and inputs. This then led
him to propose that the content and structure of the Internet is more than just a channel of
information. Although it supplies the “stuff” of thought, it also shapes the “process” of
thought, thereby actually negatively affecting one’s capacity for concentration and
contemplation.21
For instance, in one study that focused on how young people in particular use the
Internet, Carr showed that they do not necessarily read a page from left to right and top to
bottom, but actually skip around, scanning for pertinent information of interest.22 This is
a distinct change in the very act of reading and gathering information from one
paragraph, one page, or one book at a time. Written text on the Internet is often

21

Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains (New York: W.W.
Norton, 2010), 6.
22

Ibid., 9.
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hyperlinked. Photos and videos splash across the page and comments are often allowed
for articles and editorials, all adding a widespread catalog of voices and directions. The
design of the Internet is constantly to network, connect, route, and re-route the
consumer’s attention and experience in ways that are both helpful and distracting. The
content of the Internet is potentially never-ending, and because it has become an integral
part of everyday life, our use of the Internet is having an impact on our brains.
Brain studies show that the cells in our brains develop and grow bigger with use,
or atrophy with disuse. Thus, every action leaves some permanent imprint upon the
nervous tissue.23 Neurologists define the brain’s ability to change and form neurological
pathways as plasticity. Alvaro Pascual-Leone, a leading neurology researcher at Harvard
Medical School, along with his colleagues, claim that:
The brain, as the source of human behavior, is by design molded by
environmental changes and pressures, physiologic modifications, and experiences.
This is the mechanism for learning and for growth and development…. Therefore,
plasticity is not an occasional state of the nervous system; instead, it is the normal
ongoing state of the nervous system throughout the life span.24
There is constant movement. The brain is always changing in response to each
sensory input, motor act, association, reward signal, action plan, or awareness25—which
means the brain responds to what we do, as well as what we don’t do. For instance,
although Internet use stimulates activity in the brain that deep reading does not (such as
decision-making and problem solving), deep reading helps sustained concentration and

23

Carr, The Shallows, 21.

24

Alvaro Pascual-Leone, Amir Amedi, Felipe Fregni, and Lotfi B. Merabet, “The Plastic Human
Brain Cortex,” Annual Review of Neuroscience, 28 (2005): 377-401.
25

Ibid., 379.
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the ability to make “rich mental connections.”26 This deep reading, deep thinking, is an
essential element for developing that personal editor because exploring connections
between experiences, input, and knowledge are what leads to understanding, wisdom, and
growth.
Deep thinking is directly connected to other skills that are required for learning
and growing throughout the course of our lives, such as reflection, critical thinking, and
imagination. According to neurology researchers such as Pascual-Leone, each of these
skills relies on the capacity and flow of our memory. Anyone with common sense should
realize that our memory plays an important role in our capacity to learn. But brain
scientists are discovering that not only is memory critical, but how and what we learn—
which includes our information-gathering processes—centers on our memory. It is not
simply important; it is everything, which means that what is really at stake is our longterm health and growth.
Brain scientists are showing that long-term memory in particular is the “seat of
understanding,” and that the brain does not just store facts, but stores complex concepts
and schemas as well. Deep thinking takes scattered bits of knowledge and puts them into
patterns of knowledge, giving depth and richness to our thinking and therefore our being.
Information for information’s sake only makes us “mindless consumers of data.” Carr
contends that too much information overwhelms what scientists call our “cognitive
load.”27 It is like filling a small cup from a constant stream of water. At some point, the
cup overflows. In the case of the brain, it is unable to retain or process any of the extra

26

Carr, The Shallows, 122.

27

Ibid., 125.
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information. There is neither the time nor the skills for the bearer of that cup to take what
is in it and store it elsewhere. As a result, the inability to process and channel the
information makes the person just a passive receptor.
If we are like these cups experiencing an overflow of information without the
awareness of what is happening or the skills to do something with the excess, our brains
will not transfer the information. Without a transfer, our memories will suffer, which
impacts our ability to learn and grow. Carr described it this way: “The depth of our
intelligence hinges on our ability to transfer information from working memory to longterm memory and weave it into conceptual schemas.”28 He means that for experiences,
memories, or information in our cognitive load and working memory to move to longterm memory, we need to incorporate as much of our physical selves as possible. Brain
scientist John Medina writes about this necessity as well: “Our senses evolved to work
together—vision influencing hearing, for example—which means that we learn best if we
stimulate several senses at once.”29 The sharper one pays attention to the present moment,
the sharper the memory. This requires attentiveness, as well as creating multiple levels of
stimulation that allow a variety of senses to interact.
One significant way we can sharpen our attention is to slow down and seek quiet
places, such as rural or natural settings. This process is essential for the development of
memory, as well as the overall capacity for feeling and responding to others. Carr records
the results of several psychological studies that were done over the course of twenty years
that relate to this necessity:
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After spending time in a quiet rural setting, close to nature, people exhibit greater
attentiveness, stronger memory, and generally improved cognition. Their brains
become both calmer and sharper. The reason, according to attention restoration
theory, or ART, is that when people aren’t being bombarded by external stimuli,
their brains can, in effect, relax. They no longer have to tax their working
memories by processing a stream of bottom-up distractions. The resulting state of
contemplativeness strengthens their ability to control their mind…. The
experiment [about the mental process of empathizing with psychological
suffering], say the scholars, indicates that the more distracted we become, the less
able we are to experience the subtlest, most distinctively human forms of
empathy, compassion and other emotions…. It would be rash to jump to the
conclusion that the Internet is undermining our moral sense. It would not be rash
to suggest that as the Net reroutes our vital paths and diminishes our capacity for
contemplation, it is altering the depth of our emotions as well as our thoughts.30
McLuhan also addresses the need to step away from one’s environment in order
to see the effects of it more clearly: “Today when we want to get our bearings in our own
culture, and have need to stand aside from the bias and pressure exerted by any technical
form of human expression, we have only to visit a society where that particular form has
not been felt, or a historical period in which it was unknown.”31 McLuhan’s perspective
reveals the value and necessity of turning oneself away from the everyday, specifically
from that which drives and forms us, so we can see our own life from another point of
view. There are many ways we can gain perspective from other angles, such as through
intensive experiences like going on a five-day wilderness trip, visiting another country, or
taking a weekend in a quiet place. But it can also happen by reading a book, establishing
Sabbath practices, spending an hour in silence, or meeting and building relationships with
people from other walks of life.
This is encouraging news. Since the brain is constantly responding to our
environment and experiences, it is possible that we can strengthen, or build, our skills of

30

Carr, The Shallows, 219-221.

31

McLuhan, Understanding Media, 19.

22
concentration, critical thinking, and reflection. They are not innate, but learned. The
instincts of shifting our gaze and attention from one object to another, trying to be aware
of as much of what’s going on around us as possible, are still part of our make-up from
our ancestors. As in the animal kingdom, awareness is important for our survival, notes
brain scientist John Medina. He writes:
Our learning abilities don’t have to change as we age. We can remain lifelong
learners… Our survival [in the Serengeti] did not depend upon exposing ourselves
to organized, pre-planned packets of information. Our survival depended upon
chaotic, reactive information-gathering experiences. That’s why one of our best
attributes is the ability to learn through a series of increasingly self-corrected
ideas. ‘The red snake with the white stripe bit me yesterday, and I almost died,’ is
an observation we readily made.32
Our brain is an incredible organ, able to change its structure and function in
response to experiences, to keep us learning and growing throughout our whole life.33 In
some ways it is like any other muscle; the more activity one does, the larger and more
complex the brain can become.34 Although it is alarming to realize the possibility of
losing certain skills of depth (or failing to develop them), it is also encouraging to know
that we can do something about it.
The Problem In Relation To Millennials
The possibility of losing cognitive skills is exactly why it is important to
scrutinize our technological landscape and its effects on adolescents (Millennials).
Having grown up within the age of the Internet or, more broadly, the Information Age,
Millennials do not have the same foundation of living within and learning from a
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focused, reflective, book-centered/linear society. They have grown up with electronic
media, and by now the Internet may be their sole means of interacting with information.
Some adults, like Carr, have already recognized signs of this paradigm shift.
Those with a foundation of concentration, critical thinking, and reflection can
choose to offset the effects of technology by reworking and honing these skills. In
contrast, most adolescents do not have the experience or foundation even to recognize
what kind of depth is missing, let alone what is needed to offset this way of life. Since the
landscape has changed so quickly, it is only with critical analysis of the changes that we
have the opportunity to scrutinize the shifts and consider what to do about them. As
proposed by Kovach and Rosenstiel, without the right tools to be able to be one’s own
personal editor, the process of engaging information is confusing and overwhelming.
This state of mind/being is similar to the state of numbness or indifference that McLuhan
predicted. Many people, youth pastors and parents included, are seeing the effects of
numbness and indifference manifest themselves in many adolescents by their
disengagement from school (such as dropping out), family and/or other mentoring
relationships, and their absorption with peer and popular culture through various
electronic media.35
One contribution to the problem is Millennials’ use of the Internet and other
electronic media. Using the Internet has taken the place of reading books, both as leisure
time and as the source for information/facts, as proposed by author Mark Bauerlein in
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The Dumbest Generation.36 Bauerlein notes a report titled Reading at Risk: A Survey of
Literary Reading in America, released in July 2004, sparked a national discussion about
the decline of reading. In the course of these various discussions, many teens and
twenties not only affirmed this reality, but communicated that they were proud of the fact
that they do not read.37 Bauerlein writes:
Facing about 250 students [at the University of Maryland], I told them the truth,
reciting the findings of several knowledge surveys as the inevitable outcome of
not reading. Their interests lead them in polar directions, their knowledge running
to zero in areas of civics, history, etc., while rising to a panoramic grasp of the
lives of celebrities, the lyrics of pop music, and MySpace profiling. They wrinkle
their brows if offered a book about Congress, but can’t wait for the next version
of Halo. “Let’s get specific,” I goaded. “You are six times more likely to know
who the latest American Idol is than you are to know who the Speaker of the U.S.
House is.” At that point, a voice in the crowd jeered, “American Idol is more
important!” She was right. In her world, stars count more than the most powerful
world leaders.
What Bauerlein is concerned about is that although the Internet hosts a staggering
array of information/facts/data that can be used to supplement educational growth and
development, it also provides a never-ending source of entertainment and social
interaction. He critiques adolescents who spend their free time outside of school focused
on their own peer world and popular culture through the Internet (which includes
Facebook, MySpace, and Twitter) and texting on their cell phones (most of which also
have access to the Internet.) Carr noted that book reading was one way people used to
develop deep thinking, reflection, and critical thinking skills through the focus,
concentration and specific attention required for that one thing. As Bauerlein shows, book
reading as a way for developing those skills is something adolescents are not utilizing.

36

Mark Bauerlein, The Dumbest Generation: How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and
Jeopardizes Our Future (New York: Penguin Group, 2008).
37
Ibid., 39-40.

25
Another disconcerting aspect of adolescents’ use of electronic media is in their
practice of multitasking, which brain scientist John Medina says is really task-switching,
a process that relies upon a good working memory. He writes:
Multitasking, when it comes to paying attention, is a myth. The brain naturally
focuses on concepts sequentially, one at a time. At first that might sound
confusing; at one level the brain does multitask. You can walk and talk at the
same time. Your brain controls your heartbeat while you read a book…. But I am
talking about the brain’s ability to pay attention. It is the resource you forcibly
deploy while trying to listen to a boring lecture at school. It is the activity that
collapses as your brain wanders during a tedious presentation at work. This
attentional ability is not capable of multitasking.38
Medina goes on to describe trying to help a high-school student with homework
as one example of the ways young people in particular rely on multitasking with
electronic media:
Eric had been working for about a half-hour on his laptop when I was ushered to
his room. An iPod was dangling from his neck, the earbuds cranking out Tom
Petty, Bob Dylan, and Green Day as his left hand reflexively tapped the backbeat.
The laptop had a least 11 windows open, including two IM screens carrying
simultaneous conversations with MySpace friends. Another window was busy
downloading an image from Google. The window behind it had the results of
some graphic he was altering for MySpace friend No. 2, and the one behind that
held an old Pong game paused mid-ping. Buried in the middle of this activity was
a word-processing program holding the contents of the paper for which I was to
provide assistance…. Eric would make progress on a sentence or two, then tap out
a MySpace message, then see if the download was finished, then return to his
paper.39
Medina proposes that research shows we can’t multitask. We are biologically
incapable of processing attention-rich inputs simultaneously, and the outcome is that
when people are constantly interrupted, they take fifty percent longer to accomplish a
task, and make up to fifty percent more errors.40 Electronic media such as the Internet and
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cell phones offer a constant stream of interruption. In order to foster the deep thinking,
attentiveness, and reflection needed for maturation while using such media, adolescents
must be taught how to become their own editors.41 This must include developing
boundaries and limitations when using electronic media.
Making such changes will be challenging, for many adolescents already have
come to prefer the virtual world over cognitively interacting with information or
personally engaging with people. The Internet’s social-networking capacity of instant
access, combined with the use of texting/cell phones that also have Internet access, makes
interacting with one another limitless in virtual ways. Some researchers have termed this
virtual interaction “digital sociality.”42 Digital sociality has developed out of the
convenience of text messaging and social networking via the Internet. But now this
convenience is growing into a borderline necessity. Recent studies reveal that adolescents
now prefer texting to face-to-face or voice-to-voice interaction.43
This is troublesome for many reasons. We have noted that the structure of the
Internet functionally causes us to gather information shallowly by skimming and jumping
around; functionally, social networking is structured the same way. The theories of
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distraction and brain research explored previously beg us to question the effects of using
technology when it comes to personal information within the context of relationships.
Author and Pastor Shane Hipps discusses some of these consequences in his book
Flickering Pixels:
Digital social networking inoculates people against the desire to be physically
present with others in real social networks—networks like a church or a meal at
someone’s home. Being together becomes nice, but nonessential. Our addiction to
virtual community is understandable. The convenience factor is just too high. We
love the efficiency of our interactions; they allow us to be in touch more often.
However, there is a big difference between being “in touch” and truly connecting
with others.44
If an in-person connection just becomes “nice, but not necessary,” it will
inevitably impact other things, like the responsibility and privilege of truly loving others.
The limitless overload of personal information, illusory virtual intimacy, and
experiencing the pain of the world only through media such as television or the Internet
negatively impact a person’s capacity for empathy and creativity.45 We are not computers
designed to withstand endless amounts of information as passive recipients, including
information that is personal and/or emotional. This is certainly not what God intends for
humanity, Christians especially.
Living without experiencing empathy and creativity is particularly a problem for
adolescents who lack interpersonal skills. Both empathy and creativity are essential,
because without them we cannot engage social issues and come up with solutions. It
requires creativity to think past a problem toward resolution. If we get in the habit of
being overwhelmed by issues/people and disengaging instead of addressing them, we
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miss out on Christ’s call to love and care for others. And it is possible to do this: to
choose a life of disengagement, to be a passive receptor of information, constantly
allowing the endless barrage to distract us. Within the new “global village,”46 not only do
we have the means of knowing what atrocities are happening around the world, but we
are also informed of celebrities in Hollywood, political upheavals, and the crime just
down the street. We also have the means of knowing what is not necessarily
“newsworthy”—the household dilemmas of our next-door neighbors, the marathontraining journal of a high-school acquaintance living in Texas, the lives of colleagues
who are now retired or relatives one never sees...the list goes on and on and on. Hipps
proposes that just as there is the reality of information overload, so is there a reality of
“compassion overload.”
The human psyche isn’t designed to withstand the full gravity of planetary
suffering. Numbness and exhaustion are natural reactions. Feeling helpless and
hopeless is nearly inevitable. The heart can only stretch so far so many times
before it is worn thin and wrung dry. This is empathy at a distance…. Over time,
if unchecked, this numbness undermines our ability to extend compassion to those
in our own city, neighborhood, or even our own homes. This pain of the world,
experienced through television, can keep us from understanding and alleviating
the pain we encounter in our daily lives. The task of recalibrating our psyche and
reigniting compassion must begin with local relationships.47
The pervasive use of texting in order to communicate and relate is an area of
concern. We must take into consideration the likelihood that our lack of genuine
relational connection could change the way our brains process relationships, and the way
we learn from others. We not only have to address what is needed to avoid becoming
mindless consumers of data; we also have to figure out ways to avoid becoming
46
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“mindless consumers” of relationships, for relating well with other people is directly
linked to how well we learn, grow, and mature.48
It will be up to adults, parents, educators, mentors, pastors, etc., to teach and
guide adolescents’ use of technology toward a more balanced life by fostering depth with
people and information. This means that adults must develop boundaries and guidelines
with electronic media themselves (if they are not already in place) so that they can
authentically model and teach the need for real-life experiences to become the primary
way of interacting. Real-life experiences foster interpersonal communication, positively
affect our ability to manage conflict, facilitate better critical thinking, and stimulate
reflection and creativity—all of which are needed for long-term growth and maturity.
Conclusion
We have sought to show how our world has changed dramatically because of
electronic media set within a technological culture. The use of these media affects the
way our brains function, impacting our memory, which is essential for learning and
maturing over time.
We are addressing a problem that influences everyone who lives within this new
technological landscape, though our study specifically addresses the negative influence
on adolescents. We are concerned that adolescents are not fully developing important
skills such as concentration, critical thinking, and reflection. We are also concerned that
technology fosters a lack of interpersonal communication skills that leads to shallow,
virtual relationships.
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Adolescents need adequate guidance from adults who can teach and nurture focus,
deep thinking, reflection, and person-to-person interaction. Without this guidance,
adolescents’ brain development will continue to be underdeveloped in these areas, all of
which are essential to developing a life of depth. The structure of electronic media makes
it too convenient to tune out, shut down, and engage in relationships that lack real depth.
It also limits the use, and recognition, of body language. Such things as smiling, other
facial expressions, and physical touch are all essential to how we communicate. This
means that it will be essential for parents, adults, counselors/mentors, and educators to
foster pathways of relating, learning, and communicating that can effectively supplement
what is missing.
Ultimately, we are probing the necessity to recognize our environment for what it
is and respond accordingly. We must recognize the need to allow Christ to form and
shape us throughout life. This must be our ongoing journey of growth and development,
our dance between faith and action. Relational interaction has to be more than fleeting
streams of entertainment or text locked within a virtual world. If we are to have a real
purpose in life, it must be defined by our relationship with God and others. It is by the
fruit of these relationships that we can truly make a difference. Relationships can
transcend place briefly, but we need real-life experiences and face-to-face interactions to
ground relationships and reveal what is meaningful. Without real places, we will be
ethereal, non-tangible people whose relational experiences may not move to long-term
memory—thereby making what we believe and how we interact obsolete. We want a
better existence for adolescents. We want a better existence for everyone.
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In our thesis we will respond to this problem by exploring what is needed to begin
developing depth in the midst of the technological culture. We will do so by first framing
our understanding of the Christian life as a pilgrimage that relies on continuous learning
and formation. This kind of journeying is more communal than individual and requires
that adults intentionally come alongside adolescents in the process of discipleship. It will
also require that Christians shift away from relying primarily on information-based
systems of discipling to creating experiential-based learning environments that will foster
a belief in Jesus that informs every aspect of life. By exploring these things, we hope to
provide youth pastors/workers, educators, and parents some tools needed to navigate
through the technological landscape and successfully disciple adolescents in a faith that is
purposeful and formational.
Our response to the problem will be through the specific ministry of Covenant
Pilgrimage;49 however, we believe the aspects of our thesis can be adopted and worked
into almost any context. To do so will require imagination, motivation, perseverance, and
confidence that our belief in Jesus Christ makes a difference in our actions and visions.
We also must trust that God is with us every step of the way as we seek to live faithfully
within each “landscape” we encounter.
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SECTION TWO: OTHER PROPOSED SOLUTIONS
There is a spectrum of responses to the influence of technology on contemporary
society.
1. Avoidance of Technology. On one far end of the spectrum is the belief, and
practice, that humanity should avoid technology as much as possible. Electronic media is
included in this overarching definition. This position might best be described as
“technological determinism.” This term presumes that a society’s technology sets the
development of its social structure and cultural values. Some examples of those who
actively reject certain technological advances are Amish communities and well-known
poet Wendell Berry.
The Amish set themselves apart as isolated communities because of their
conviction that God calls them to live separately from the world. They commit to use
simple farm machinery and horse-drawn carriages, and engage in work such as farming,
carpentry, masonry, etc. They evaluate everything from a communal perspective and are
very cognizant of how something would change their life as a whole when it comes to
technology. This is why they are not connected to the Internet, do not use phones on a
regular basis, and do not even run electricity to their homes.1
Wendell Berry, a poet and farmer, is an outspoken opponent of agri-business and
the negative effects certain technological advances have upon our environment and on
our communities. He believes one’s work ought to be rooted in, and responsive to, one’s
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place. Berry has criticized America for relying on imports for our food, because we are
disconnected from the people who produce the food we eat:
The idea that we have now progressed from a land-based economy to an economy
based on information is a fantasy. It is still true also that the people of the center
believe that the people of the periphery will always supply their needs from the
land and will always keep the land productive: There will always be an abundance
of food, fiber, timber, and fuel. This too is a fantasy. It is not known but is simply
taken for granted.2
Berry’s nonfiction serves as an extended exploration of the “good life”:
sustainable agriculture, appropriate technologies,3 healthy rural communities, the
pleasures of good food, husbandry, good work, local economics, fidelity, frugality, and
reverence.4 He is adamant about certain things for himself, like not using a computer.
When asked why, he responded with: “I do not see that computers are bringing us one
step nearer to anything that does matter to me—peace, economic justice, ecological
health, political honesty, family and community stability, good work.”5 Berry does not
see the computer, or electronic technology, as essential to the acquisition of information.
He wants people to focus on the fact that not all information is electronic:
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… the means of human communication are limited, and we dare not forget this.
There is some knowledge that cannot be communicated by communication
technology, the accumulation of tape-recorded “oral histories” notwithstanding.
For what may be the most essential knowledge, how to work well in one’s place,
language simply is not an adequate vehicle. To return again to land use as an
example, farming itself, like life itself, is different from information or knowledge
or anything else that can be verbally communicated. It is not just the local
application of science; it is also the local practice of a local art and the living of a
local life.6
Unfortunately, the reality is that our communities cannot suddenly change to a
lifestyle such as the Amish’s. Nor can we all go out and buy a farm and live from the land
like Wendell Berry. However, there are presently many people refocusing on sustainable
agriculture. This is a positive step, and one we Christians can support and lean into. But
the process of reorienting our economics will be slow. In the meantime, we have to figure
out how to take the prophetic words and the warnings that the Amish people and authors
like Wendell Berry can give us. Their examples can help us ask good questions about
how and why we interact with certain technology, especially electronic media. It would
be good for our individualistic, consumeristic society to ask: “How will this [product]
ultimately affect our communities?” as the Amish do. Or, when a new model of
something comes out, to ask: “Does buying or operating this device make me more free?”
Or, when seeking to see the bigger picture and the ethics involved, to ask: “How will I
take responsibility for my part?” It will still be up to those of us who are using electronic
media and living within a technologically advanced society to figure out how to respond
to these kinds of questions. We need to ask them, and answer them, in as many positive
ways as possible.
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2. Tech Fast Forward.7 On the opposite end of the spectrum is the belief, and
practice, that we should fully embrace technology in all its forms. “Plug in and see the
brighter side of life”8 is a slogan put forth by Ogilvy & Mather, an international
advertising, public relations, and marketing agency based in New York. They recently
conducted a study to see how tech-savvy parents and their tech-savvy kids might differ
from their less tech-savvy counterparts. They concluded that all aspects of electronic
media are positive and worth putting time and money into as a family.
Nearly all of us see technology as a force for good, regardless of where we sit on
the Tech Continuum. Technology is progress; it pushes us forward, liberating,
empowering and inspiring us all. And though there is unquestionably a dark side
to this powerful force in our lives, we embrace technology and are ready for the
responsibility of using it wisely (and don’t want anyone taking it away).9
When it comes to parenting, of the Tech Fast Forward parents they interviewed,
the majority described themselves as parents who “believe that parents should give kids
autonomy and freedom without being bogged down by strict rules.” They would rather
their child think of them “as a friend or ally than as an authority figure.”10 These families
were shown to use technology in various ways to impart personal values, keep tabs on
their kids, and help the family stay connected. The study also found that those same
parents have a “traditional idea” of what being a good parent is all about, defined by
“providing a stable home environment, teaching the value of hard work, respect, and
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education and promoting family togetherness.”11 To illustrate this family togetherness,
the study included a picture of the whole family (mother, father, son, daughter, and the
dog), sitting on the couch together, each plugged into their own technological device.
This far end of the spectrum has to be evaluated just as realistically as the position
of those who believe that technology harms society more than it helps it. For instance, the
company that conducted the study is owned by WPP Group, which is a global mediacommunications-services company. The people who were the subjects of their study were
members of a company called Communiserve, one that specializes in private online
consumer communities. After a little research, it is not hard to see that the motives for
conducting this research, and the study’s methods, completely support the things around
which both companies center their business. This is a perfect example of the importance
of doing some research (being one’s own personal editor) before readily accepting certain
claims. It is also an example of how people who believe so much in something will often
show only the positive benefits without addressing the negatives.
What is interesting, however, is how one mother’s response reveals even these
“tech-savvy” people think about how such intense electronic media use might be
affecting their kids. She wrote: “I just want to make sure that [my kids] don’t grow up
thinking that the interactions they have online or with the TV can take the place of ones
you have with real humans.”12
This is the heart of the problem. What this mom does not want to happen will
happen naturally unless they, we, intentionally foster depth through person-to-person
11
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relationships. Some of the aforementioned parental values are actually quite disturbing.
These are the kinds of adults who do not think twice about letting their eight-year-olds
have cell phones; who do not enforce limitations or boundaries with electronic media
such as video games; who are then unaware if their kids exchange inappropriate pictures
and texts and participate in cyberbullying. Pre-teens and adolescents will rarely set
boundaries on their own. If we, as adults, do not set boundaries and guidelines for
adolescents’ own sake, they will not do so themselves.
3. The Middle. Most people are somewhere in the middle of the spectrum. These
are people who want to help develop boundaries and restrictions for the good of families
and society, knowing that the use of technology is inevitable. Yet they are more
concerned with protecting children and teenagers from certain aspects of electronic media
(such as cyberbullying and sexual predators) than with the advancement of technology.
These “middle” people develop things such as the website “WiredSafety.org.”13
Parry Aftab founded this site to educate parents about such things as the meaning of
certain music lyrics, or the content of certain video games, or how to exercise control
over their children’s minutes and text usage. Aftab said: “Even with these websites,
nothing is more important than finding the time to communicate face-to-face with your
teens about risky behaviors. You want to focus more on their judgment than on their text
messaging.”14
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There are other types of resources available as well, such as software for
censoring certain types of Internet activity and websites for decoding the texting
language/slang that some adolescents have adopted in order to trick their censoring
parents.15
These kinds of middle people understand that although our society is embracing
electronic technology, it is still important to be wise with how we use it and to teach our
young people how to be wise as well. Vice President and Chief Internet Evangelist of
Google Vint Cerf sets a good example for understanding the positives and negatives of
electronic media and addressing them. In a video on WiredSafety, he thanks its founders
for what they do:
They are trying to prepare this younger generation for the use of ongoing
technologies. I think the most important thing to do is help them understand that
critical thinking is essential when dealing with all forms of communication, no
matter where it comes from—movies, radio, television, movies, newspapers,
magazines, the Internet, friends, or parents. What we want them to do is think
about the input they get and separate the good things from the bad things. Good
and bad might be subjective quantities, but this is something we can teach kids as
a family matter about what to do.16
Although the tools mentioned above can be extremely helpful, they cannot take
the place of the personal guidance children and adolescents need. The tools are there for
parents, educators, and other adults to use, but without the time, effort and discipline to
actually make use of them and stay consistent, the tools become obsolete. Cerf
acknowledges the challenge when he says that good and bad might be subjective. Even
though his career is about creating channels for the very things he cautions against, he
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highlights the essential role that parents (to whom we would add educators and pastors)
have to play.
4. Filter failure.17 Clay Shirky, a writer and Internet consultant, has recently
provided a unique response to the problem of information overload and the exponential
and pervasive use of electronic media. He is currently putting forth the theory that
information overload is not really the issue, but that culturally we are actually
experiencing something called “filter failure.” Shirky claims the Internet introduced a
post-Gutenberg kind of economics, one that no longer relies primarily on quality. In this
new system, any kind of publisher can put anything up on the Internet, and since it does
not cost much money, there is no need for a quality filter. Shirky’s theory suggests that
information overload is nothing new; the problem is that these kinds of filters are missing
in multiple areas. Gutenberg’s printing press created a reality in which there were more
books than one person could read in a lifetime; we are actually pushing 500 years of
living in a society that experiences information overload. Shirky asserted in an interview:
The filters for what we used to [relying] on are breaking, and designing new
filters doesn’t mean just updating the old ones. They have broken for structural
reasons…. When you feel yourself getting too much information, I think the
discipline is not to say to yourself what’s happened to the information, but rather
what filter just broke, what was I relying on before that stopped functioning?
When we start asking that question we will get some idea of where to start the
design effort.18
Shirky gives an example of filter failure. A friend of his decides to update her
Facebook status from “engaged” to “single,” but she wants only five of her friends to be
able to see this. So she spends a significant amount of time figuring out the privacy
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settings of Facebook to make sure that only those people see her status update. She wants
to be sensitive to her ex-fiancé by not posting to the hundreds of people they are both
connected to. She sends it out—only to discover seconds later that something failed, and
that it did actually post so that anyone could see it. Shirky then asks: “How do we want to
design the filters for managing the outflow of our personal information?”
Shirky’s filter failure theory makes excellent sense—for people who have lived at
least half of their life not enmeshed in the Information-Internet Age. But for Millennials,
and those to come after them, filter failure is still not the problem because they have not
grown up with those filters in place. They cannot ask: What filter just failed? In Shirky’s
example there is an underlying way of thinking that is fundamentally different. Instead of
spending a significant amount of time trying to set her Facebook settings to allow only
her close friends to find out she is no longer engaged, why wouldn’t the young woman
just call them? Why would someone want her close friends to find out over Facebook that
she has experienced a serious break-up? It is because her very method of interacting has
been completely influenced by the technology and she doesn’t consider doing it any other
way.
Filter failure is true enough for people who have lived at least half of their lives
without the influence of the Internet and cell phones. When it comes to adolescents and
the children after them, it will still be important for adults to help adolescents understand
what filters are missing, as well as help them develop appropriate responses.
5. The Stewardship of Technology. In May of 2011, the Barna Group released a
study called “How Technology is Influencing Families.” This study found that:
1. Parents are just as dependent on technology as are teens and tweens.
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2. Most family members, even parents, feel that technology has been a positive
influence on their families.
3. Very few adults or youth take substantial breaks from technology.
4. Families experience conflict about technology, but not in predictable ways.
(Such as: While parents set boundaries, their children complain of parents having
a double standard because they bring their work home too much; and technology
seems to amplify the relational patterns and problems already in place—families
that have healthy and frequent conversations find technology aiding that process;
while families without such healthy interactions find that technology exacerbates
the isolation of their members.)
5. Few families have experienced churches that address technology, or even
expect [their churches] to. Most parents and tweens/teens have not heard any kind
of teaching in a church, religious setting, or public forum (like a school) about
how families can best use media, entertainment or technology. In other words,
most families are not getting any coaching or assistance when it comes to
integrating technology into their family life. When asked if they would be open to
one version of such training—“a Christian or faith-based perspective about how
to be a good user of entertainment and technology without letting things
negatively impact your family relationships”—about two-fifths of parents (42%)
and one-third of tweens and teens (33%) expressed interest. The implication is
that faith communities could take a leadership role in teaching about the proper
use of technology in healthy families. 19
David Kinnaman, president of Barna Group, expresses the need for the Christian
community to expand its concept of stewardship to include technology—specifically with
electronic media.
Perhaps technology should be added to discussions about stewardship.
Technology is as old as a craftsman’s tools. But today’s digital and emerging
technologies are in a different class than hundreds of other hobbies or interests
because they have come to significantly define the use of time, the development
of talent, and the allocation of money. Technology is shaping family interactions
in unprecedented ways, but we seem to lack a strategic commitment to the
stewardship of technology. The Christian community needs a better, more holistic
understanding of how to manage existing and coming technological advances.
Parents, tweens and teens need more coaching and input in order to face the
countless choices they make regarding how technology affects their attention,
interests, talents and resources.20
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Kinnaman’s advice is good, but it is going to take more than understanding
technology from a stewardship perspective to really influence the way adolescents, preteens, and many young adults use their cell phones, the Internet, and other media devices.
It is going to take a foundational shift in understanding the purpose and function of the
Christian life. We cannot separate from “the world” as the Amish do. However, we will
need to show that living a life of faith in Christ should matter by the way we learn and
why we learn, and the way we make, keep, and build relationships. It should also make a
difference for our sense of responsibility regarding the time, money, and energy spent on
whatever Apple, LG, or Xbox comes up with next.
The Christian faith is more than believing in Someone special. The Christian faith
should be understood as a life-long journey in which the things we do, and the
relationships we have, are completely informed by our faith in Jesus Christ. Our use of
technology must come under scrutiny if it is inhibiting people from developing depth,
meaning, and purpose for how we love others and live life together. In our thesis we will
explore how understanding faith in Jesus Christ as a life-long journey that relies on active
discipleship within community will foster ways for developing depth in a technological
culture.

43
SECTION 3: THESIS
We have explored the ministry problem of adolescents’ not fully developing
important skills such as concentration, critical thinking, and reflection because of their
use of electronic media, their isolation from the “real world” of adults, and living in a
fast-paced society. We have also shown that the combination of these underdeveloped
habits affects young people’s capacity for developing interpersonal communication skills,
resulting in relationships that are primarily virtual and shallow. Adolescents need
guidance from adults who can teach focus, deep thinking, reflection, and person-toperson interaction, and thus nurture their development. Without such guidance,
adolescents’ brain development will continue to be underdeveloped in these areas, all of
which are essential to developing a life and faith of depth and meaning.
Therefore, our thesis will respond to the ministry problem by exploring what is
needed to begin to develop depth within the technological culture. We will start by
framing our understanding of the Christian life as a pilgrimage that relies on continuous
formation from God and interaction with one another. This theological shift is important
because of how it moves the focus of faith in Christ from an individual decision to
relying equally upon the collective actions of a faith community as essential to the
process of discipleship. Since connections between the adult and adolescent worlds are
waning, it is imperative for Christian communities to come alongside adolescents in this
discipleship pilgrimage and work together to foster depth in relationships and meaning in
action. This kind of movement and journeying together will require that Christians shift
from relying primarily on information-based systems of discipling to relying primarily on
experienced-based learning environments for spiritual development.
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By changing the overarching understanding of discipleship as a process of
discovering truth within an active, supportive community, Christians will be better able to
respond to the problems associated with the technological culture, and then nurture and
challenge adolescents along the discipleship journey while seeking ways to develop depth
every step of the way.
Pilgrimage: A Theological Framework for Discipleship
Christian discipleship is a process of growth and transformation. Believing in
Jesus is not simply defined by what Christians understand as truth, but by how we move
and what we are moving toward. Pilgrimage as a metaphor for framing discipleship is
meant to focus on the journey of formation, even as Christians look forward to the hope
of resurrection. We are moving toward eternity, but while we do so, Christians need to be
reminded that how we get there is as important as the goal. In the age of “show me what
is true,” it is essential to remember that the foundations of faith will not be recognized as
truth just because someone has said it is so. People want, and need, to learn experientially
what is meaningful and true, rather than passively receive a set of beliefs. Church
ministers and leaders cannot expect adolescents or new believers to know how to live out
that information. Rather, faith in Jesus needs to be seen as a fluid rhythm between
engaging information (such as Scripture, sermons, text) and actually physically, mentally,
and relationally responding to it and one another.
This kind of rhythm/movement in and of itself will be a challenge. Our
technological society is forming us to sit while we work, learn, communicate, and
interact. We can choose rarely to come into contact with people, for instance, by being
able to shop online, visit ATMs, self-checkouts and other automated devices, take classes
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and date online, or participate in virtual church. The technological tools we use, and the
habits we form because of them, can create a whole way of life that is ignorant,
indifferent, or apathetic to the people around us.
In contrast, when Christians understand the importance of action and face-to-face
interaction for developing and maintaining faith in Jesus, we will better recognize God’s
work in everyday life. For it is often out of experiencing things like helping a neighbor,
traveling to a new place with friends, moving through pain by receiving in-person care, or
coming face-to-face with a stranger in need, that such truths as love, grace, forgiveness,
and compassion truly become meaningful and formational.
Pilgrimage is a metaphor that emphasizes the process of these truths. Faith is a
journey with a specific purpose that also requires specific actions, guidance, and
inspiration along the way in order to get there. The “there,” or goal, is most often
described as heaven—heaven usually being defined as some far-off place or reality that
one arrives at after death. Jesus, though, brought the concept of heaven to earth, such as
when he said, “the kingdom of heaven is in your midst.”1 In our society the metaphor of
kingdom is often lost. However, another way to understand the flexibility of Jesus’s
kingdom of heaven is by the concept of shalom—a Hebrew word for “peace” that means
harmony, wholeness, and right relationship with God, others, self, and the earth.2 Shalom
as a goal is both a way of life and a future time when people are unified in God’s
presence. God’s shalom is a kind of peace that is social and communal. It is not
something one can possess individually, such as the feeling of happiness that comes from
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sitting on a beach or walking across a mountain (though such experiences can be
spiritually peaceful and/or formational). Shalom is a bigger concept that is the “in
between of persons”3 which includes love, unity, solidarity, responsibility for one
another, reconciliation, faith, hope, assurance, and laughter. Pilgrimage helps us keep the
depth of shalom at the forefront, making it a part of everyday life as well as an
everlasting hope.
Learning the ways of shalom will take a lifetime. Unfortunately, the static image
of “foundation” that Christians have relied on to build faith is no longer functioning well
with the rising generations. The need, instead, will be to focus on discipleship as a
lifelong journey of discovering and living truth. In a foundation metaphor, certain
doctrines of faith are seen as absolute truths, or right answers. This inevitably makes the
highest goal having the right answer—versus the process of discovering it, or living it
out, along the way. When faith is understood more as a concrete structure, many times
when tragedy, crisis, or doubt strikes, that structure crumbles.
Therefore, rather than encouraging people to keep searching the rubble of various
foundations of faith, Christ’s followers should focus on movement as an integral part of
discipleship. Rather than continuing to point young people and non-Christians toward
foundations that don’t make sense to them, or have failed them, we can move toward
these groups by actively living out truth in ways that are tangible and experiential.
That kind of movement first occurs by the physical and spiritual merging of
stories. God defines this movement by being the first pilgrim—the first to move, the first
to engage humanity. God’s great embrace welcomes humanity and then propels us into
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the stories of others. Once this happens, it is then that we can grow and mature by living
life together with a kind of purpose that gives meaning to both the everyday and the not
yet. When living life together on the journey of discipleship happens at the same time as
teaching truths, Christians will be able to better foster places of belonging, relationships
that are reciprocal, and experiences that define a faith in Christ that is vibrant, active, and
life-forming.
Pilgrim People Called to Merge with God’s Story
“And God said, ‘Let us make human beings in our image, in our
likeness….’” Genesis 1:26
“We love because God first loved us.” 1 John 4:19
We resemble God in that we are on the move4 to love. God’s own pilgrimage of
love5 was to the world, and he calls his people to be active imitators of that movement. In
the beginning, humans had a perfect place in God’s great story of love and harmony. The
separation that occurred because of sin was like a cataclysmic black hole that spiritually
and relationally propelled humanity away from God. We had no map and no way to
return. So God went on a journey to get us back and, in so doing, became the first
Pilgrim.
People are also pilgrims on a journey back to God. We seek to know love and
grace in the midst of pain and tragedy, purpose and direction in the midst of a life that
inevitably moves toward death. But such a union between humanity and God could never
be made complete without God’s divine creative action. God’s movement toward us and
4
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our movement toward God define that union. It is a process of God’s sacrifice motivated
by love to come to us, and a process of humanity’s accepting that grace and being willing
to grow in response to such great love. Our unity with God is something we cannot fully
understand right away. But we can begin the journey. It is time to grow.
The biblical narrative records both God’s initiative and humanity’s response in
this pilgrimage process. Scripture records God’s movement in the creation account, and
then more directly in God’s continued movement toward Abraham and Sarah. They
responded by being willing to go. God wanted to make a new people in order that all of
humanity would find their home in God again. Sarah and Abraham’s response and
actions made this possible. Over time, the culmination of God’s movement eventually
came through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He lived a way of life
embodying love, forgiveness, obedience, grace, acceptance, and mercy by specifically
engaging all kinds of people. Many disciples and apostles responded in faith to Jesus,
whom He then commissioned to practice that same way of life. Like the early disciples
and apostles, all followers of Jesus can became active participants in God’s work to bring
the story of salvation to its fulfillment.
As Christians shift from a foundational belief structure to seeing faith as a
pilgrimage, we can better understand God’s own pilgrimage as Creator, Jesus (God in the
flesh), and the Holy Spirit,6 as well as our part in the story. God’s divine action of
salvation and redemption is validated through the resurrection of Jesus, a process that
took thousands of years to come to fruition. God shows that his universal and
unconditional love is greater than the power of death itself, and that death is not the end
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for us—only a transition along a journey. God also shows that His way is centered not on
punishment, but on love. In her book Pilgrimage of Love, Joy Ann McDougall
synthesizes the soteriology of German theologian Jurgen Moltmann’s many writings, and
highlights the significance of his understanding of how the Trinitarian act of divine
surrender is based on love.
[God’s] act of solidarity is salvific, suggests Moltmann, because it takes away the
victims [sic] existential despair and godforsakenness and replaces them with
God’s loving presence…. While the sufferings of Christ provide God’s vicarious
atonement for the perpetrators of violence and injustice in the world, Moltmann
vigorously objects to the notion that such atonement is an expiatory offering or a
penal sacrifice on behalf of human sin…. Instead, Moltmann describes Christ’s
atonement in the language of personal representation—as a divine bearing with
the guilt and pain of human injustice. This divine suffering does away with human
sin by accepting its pain into itself. By taking the whole range of sin’s
consequences upon God’s self, God transmutes the guilt and the pain of an
individual’s sin into liberty.7
Our liberty, or freedom, is made possible because of God’s action through
Jesus—and God is patient with our process. We have nothing to fear from death, and we
have nothing to fear in this life that will lead us to death—whether by old age, tragedy,
oppression or violence. We also have the Holy Spirit as our Guide and Comforter, whose
work in us is an ongoing process. McDougall highlights this importance of understanding
salvation as an ongoing process:
In keeping with his messianic trajectory of the human process of redemption,
Moltmann depicts the individual’s regeneration in the Spirit as an ongoing
process rather than a once-and-for-all conversion that occurs at a given point in
time. An individual’s renewal in the Spirit always makes a fresh beginning: ‘We
are still involved in the experience of renewal, and the becoming-new travels with
us.’ This does not mean, however, that the believer does not gain a measure of
certitude or assurance in his or her faith. Believers do experience an underlying
‘certainty of preservation,’ but here again this rests on God’s faithfulness, not on
the strength of one’s faith.8
77
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The “becoming-new travels with us” is a unique and beautiful way to describe the
journey of faith. This phrase is reminiscent of Jesus’s conversation with Nicodemus when
he said, “very truly I tell you; no one can see the kingdom of God without being born
again.”9 Christians tend to separate being “born again” from the process of growing up,
of transforming. It has become a label instead of a beginning; an act we think we do
instead of a process of transformation that the Spirit works in us physically and
spiritually. Being “born again” by the Spirit is a mysterious process of God’s work in us
presently, as well as when we physically die and are born again by the Spirit into a
completed life with God.
When pilgrimage replaces foundation, it allows people the grace to live into the
reality that growth is significant change over time. One thing, among many, that parents
learn after the birth of a child is that the child is meant to grow. That growing is a
partnership between the parents’ care of the child and the child’s response that includes
basic things such as milk, food, and shelter. It is also a partnership that includes guidance
and imitation for the child to learn how to walk, talk, love, and be. In the same way, God
does the birthing and the transforming, but a person’s growth still requires movement and
imitation. That movement is a living-out of our faith in Jesus, a belief that should define
our present as it does our future. The earth is not the ultimate destination—but that does
not mean our physical existence on earth is meaningless. We are not supposed to bide our
time, waiting around, feeling fully satisfied after having accepted God’s gift of
salvation/union. Rather, the journey is essential to the destination.
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Jesus offers himself as the example to imitate when he says, “I am the way, the
truth, and the life.”10 Christ, as God incarnate, calls us all to live the journey of faith,
much like a pilgrimage.11 One thing the Gospels reveal is that Jesus never stays in one
place. The Gospels are organized to describe Jesus’s life and ministry as a journey from
the countryside to Jerusalem,12 a theological organization of the story of Jesus’s
pilgrimage. Jesus did not call the disciples to learn theories or concepts, but to travel with
him. It was along the way to many places, and encountering many different kinds of
people, that they learned just what it means to “follow Jesus” and live the Way. For three
years they learned what truth was by simply following. The night Jesus was crucified was
at first for them a time of darkness and confusion. In time, however, it defined and
solidified their new birth.13 According to the Book of Acts, their newly solidified faith
was really just the beginning.
The disciples soon discovered that Jesus lived God’s design for a certain kind of
life together that should include believers and nonbelievers. Before Jesus ascended into
heaven, he told them they were to “go into the ends of the earth.” When they did, the
disciples started to learn how to rely on the Holy Spirit to guide them forward—both
deeper in their faith, and physically into the world. When they followed God’s command
to love as revealed by Jesus, they discovered that their belief in Jesus propelled them into
specific actions for the sake of others.
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Pilgrim People Called to Merge With the World
Now that same day [resurrection day] two of the disciples were going to a village
called Emmaus…. As they talked and discussed these things Jesus himself came
up and walked along with them; but they were kept from recognizing him. He
asked them ‘what are you discussing together as you walk along?’ … And
beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in
all the Scriptures concerning himself…. When he was at the table with them, he
took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. Then their eyes
were opened and they recognized him…. They got up and returned at once to
Jerusalem. They found the Eleven, and those with them, assembled together….
While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said
to them, ‘Peace be with you.’14
The “road to Emmaus” story highlights some ways the early Christians actively
merge with one another as fellow pilgrims. They walk, talk, and gather together. While
on the road to Emmaus, Jesus comes alongside two disciples and explains the meaning of
his death and resurrection in the context of God’s whole story of redemption. He clears
the despair from their minds and helps them see with renewed hope. By doing so, Jesus
compassionately shows that an essential aspect of discipleship is moving toward one
another to build each other up, encourage and inspire, and renew one another’s sense of
purpose in relation to faith.
Jesus continued this pattern, appearing where the disciples were locked up in fear
and on the fishing shore where they wondered what to do next, and sending his Spirit on
the day of Pentecost.15 The disciples and apostles followed Jesus’s Way as they began to
go out into the world after Pentecost. They sought to be interconnected and live
meaningful lives together, as seen in the gathering of the first believers, the development
of various kinds of house churches, and their writing letters of instruction and
encouragement to one another.
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Just as it was for the early Christians, being active together (such as through
talking, walking, and gathering) is still essential to the life of a Christian community. It is
even more important to seek these kinds of real, face-to-face encounters with one another
as ways to develop relational depth, since the technological landscape continues to offer
conveniences of communication and interaction that replace person-to-person contact.
The stories in the Bible such as the walk to Emmaus are important because they remind
us that discipleship is a communal journey as much as it is individual. It is through
primarily personal interaction with one another that we gain courage, learn and grow
from mistakes, find the strength to carry on one more day, and discover ways to create
change for the sake of others. We can gain much from learning about stories like the
Apostle Paul’s struggles, Sarah and Abraham’s call, the people of Israel’s journey out of
Egypt, Deborah’s leadership, Ruth’s hope, King David’s triumphs and mistakes,
Hannah’s sacrifice, Esther’s courage, Isaiah’s passion, and Mary’s faith. Though we
know these people lived real lives in real places, and though our context is very different,
their stories reveal some basic truths: God was with them and so will God be with us; and
each one’s process of faith was defined by interacting with the people around them.
We need to learn from one another, and that can only happen if we take the time
to develop deeper relationships—both with other pilgrims who share a faith in Jesus
Christ and with people who do not. Understanding each cultural context is essential to
this process, for our pilgrimage is also defined by living through the events of our own
generations. Our challenges are not overcoming Egyptian slavery, learning to rely on
manna, or crossing a river into occupied territory such as the Israelites experienced. Our
task is not overcoming the fear of the Roman Empire, facing martyrdom, or worshipping
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in secret, such as the first generations of Christians experienced. Rather, the challenges of
developed (and democratic) countries such as those in North America16 are defined by
figuring out how to live a meaningful life together as we inhabit a technologically
advanced society.17 It is a society that sets a fast pace, without much time for rest or
meaningful connection. Therefore, our challenges include scrutinizing cultural amenities
like electronic media in order to recognize how the use of them affects learning and
interacting with one another. To meet that challenge, then, we will need to be more
intentional with how we live a faith in Jesus that informs how we respond and connect
with people every day.
This kind of intentionality, which seeks to understand the aspects of the current
context and view faith as a pilgrimage, will inspire Christians to live out redemption for
the sake of others, powered by a belief that hope can be found in the process of tackling
the hardest things together. Faith is learning along the way what it means to be Jesus’s
hands and feet in various contexts, in unfamiliar places, through good times and hard
times. N.T. Wright calls this kind of living out redemption to the world being Jesus’s
“suffering friends”:
Living as Jesus’ suffering friends is to participate in the victory of the cross
through the whole world, to every place where there is pain: hospitals, prisons,
slums, offices, homes, marketplaces, playgrounds…. Some of that pain will stick
to us. Some of the suffering of the world will become our own…. To become
Jesus’ suffering friends, we are sustained only by his suffering love.18
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Through the power of the Holy Spirit, Christians become Jesus’s commissioned
friends, the ones who live out the victory of his resurrection. If we believe that faith in
Christ is completed by a single confession, it is hard to find hope in the long process of
things such as divorce, financial hardships, tragedy, or chronic pain. There are many
things that do not have a quick fix, which is a value our society upholds—a value that
fast, convenient technology and instant messaging trick us into believing is possible. By
seeing one another as part of a team and collectively practicing love throughout the
world, Christians can find hope and transformation in the process itself, versus needing to
see immediate results in order to feel good spiritually. Practicing love requires movement
and perseverance, like the practice required for learning to play an instrument, to paint a
portrait, or climb a mountain. Our bodies are involved in discipleship just as strongly as
our minds and our hearts, for learning relies upon our body’s movements and interaction
with people in specific places.
Hilquias Cavalcanti-Filho, a Baptist pastor who worked in the slum areas of his
native Brazil, believes our physical interactions with people are an essential aspect of
discipleship and bringing about God’s redemption. He particularly writes to challenge
developed world notions of salvation by bringing a developing world perspective:
The essential consequence in salvation is not a spiritual commotion that would
arrest the believer in an abstract state of heavenly mood, but, according to Jesus, a
right attitude, not only toward God, but toward one’s neighbour and toward
organized society…. Redemption requires redemption. Redeemed people ought to
bring about redemption. As the church loses sight of the preciousness of its
freedom, it will forget the urge to spread it and share it with humankind. And this
loss will bring the Church to seek stability in the temporal power, being thus
dependent not on its Lord, but on structures and compromises it can gather around
itself (one of the Church’s historical mistakes). In that position it is bound to
witness God’s Spirit bringing some new invigorating group from within that will
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continue to preach the pilgrimage to the ultimate shalom. And God’s redemption
will go on. It will accomplish its purpose.19
We must heed Cavalcanti-Filho’s warning not to get trapped by structures that
limit our part in God’s redemption story—such as theological positions that blind us to
the differences between people, or physical walls that compartmentalize the Christian
faith to a specific time on a Sunday morning. Living out shalom (heaven on earth) as a
pilgrim is to be an active part of God’s redemption in the world. It also includes “creating
beauty and truth through art, music or scholarship, striving to live a holy and
contemplative life, and challenging oneself in one’s own inner life and heart,”20 suggests
N.T. Wright. When we live as Jesus’s “suffering friends,” we take on the pains of the
world, but in a way that is hopeful, in a way that lives the victory of the cross. Christians
have hope because Jesus has already taken on the pains of the world and won—but it is
up to us to live within that hope by bringing comfort, forgiveness, healing and change to
others through intentional and tangible action.
The people we are called continuously to be physically merging with along the
pilgrimage of discipleship will be family members, co-workers, next-door neighbors,
peers, strangers, and the younger generations. By seeing faith in Jesus and the process of
discipleship as a journey, Christians will more readily recognize certain needs and
believe that both little and big responses make a difference within God’s story of
redemption. Shifting from an individual, foundation-based understanding of faith to a
communal, pilgrimage way of living out Jesus’s Way will remind Christians of the
importance of fostering depth between people. Living this way will lead us to create
19
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better places of belonging and to develop purpose in our actions together, both for the
present and for the future.
Pilgrim People Called to Merge with Millennials
When merging with the younger generations, and adolescents specifically,
Christians will need to employ a combination of little and big movements in order to
meet the growing mental, spiritual, and emotional needs of our young people. We will
need to include little movements such as starting to communicate how technology affects
relationships, because it will take time and patience to redirect the momentum behind
adolescents’ habits (such as texting). It will also require big movements; such as adults’
adjusting their schedules to make more time to come alongside adolescents as mentors.
Christian communities will need to shift from a foundation metaphor of belief to a
pilgrimage metaphor of discipleship in order to begin making changes such as the
aforementioned, because discipleship as a way of journeying together will be fruitful
depending on how communities develop depth in the midst of a technological culture.
Depth is dependent upon the strength of the connections between people, and the
intentional things they do together. Throughout the centuries, the strength of community
connections has been essential to nurturing each rising generation of young people.
Unfortunately, the distance between generations continues to grow. Many elderly
citizens and family members are isolated to retirement homes; children and adolescents
spend a great deal of time in school and/or doing extra curricular activities that limit
parental and adult interaction on more personal levels. The social shift from an agrarian
economy that relied on apprenticeship to an industrial-based economy that came to rely
on classroom education has played a part in creating this gap. The process of passing on

58
skills and knowledge through small and intimate settings (such as on a farm that required
manual labor) shifted to classrooms that relied on one adult instructing multiple students
through books and lectures. Over time, an entire subculture of adolescents or “teenagers”
has developed. Creating a place where masses of adolescents come together for seven to
eight hours a day outside of their home environments for teaching and instruction would
inevitably create a cultural shift. Adolescents are presently, for the most part, isolated
from the “real world” of adults as they transition from childhood to adulthood. They also
still grow up within an educational system that relies primarily on an information-heavy,
passive didactic within the classroom setting.21
The consequences of the shift from an agrarian to an industrial economy,
combined with the development of our education system, have resulted in adolescents’
having fewer personal relationships and less actual time spent with adults. This means
there are fewer people with the necessary wisdom and experience who can bring
inspiration, encouragement and direction to adolescents when life’s challenges become
overwhelming.
To change this reality, adults must intentionally move toward the adolescent
world by coming alongside young people. For Christians, this also includes reframing
faith as a journey of discipleship to Jesus Christ that we live out together. Depending on
21
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the context, this means engaging a spectrum of adolescent experience. Some adolescents
thrive academically and socially, while others find themselves on the margins of society,
battling addictions, lack of education, and sometimes homelessness. Often, adolescents
will even move back and forth along that spectrum multiple times, vacillating between
thriving and crumbling. Their vacillation is affected by the kind of environment they have
grown up in (i.e., family, place, and peer friendships). It is also influenced by the
pressures they face while growing up in a fast-paced society that values individualism,
competition, and achievement at all costs. Together, those values create a kind of
collective “social Darwinian” attitude that says, “if you can’t make it, then it isn’t anyone
else’s problem but your own.”22
Social values that bolster competition inevitably communicate the idea that it is
not good enough to be hardworking, courageous, or generous; Millennials must always
do better than others.23 Young people are generally left to figure out how to succeed in
academic or social environments on their own. Unfortunately, it is inevitable that
individualistic values/messages filter from American economics and politics to
educational and family contexts.24 This social environment, combined with broken and
struggling families, economic hardships, and lack of support systems, is causing
adolescents to experience isolation, depression, anxiety, and hopelessness to a degree that
is extremely alarming.25
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The bottom line both Christians and non-Christians agree on is that adults need to
be more active in adolescents’ lives to counteract the prevalence of depression, anxiety
disorders, and other effects of isolation.26 It will be challenging and require specific effort
to come alongside adolescents, for their frequent and primary use of electronic media has
effectively strengthened the barriers between the adult and adolescent worlds. We have
also formed many of them to be suspicious of more personal, direct adult attention. It will
take a collective effort of adults acting as various kinds of mentors,27 as well as pastors,
health professionals, teachers, and parents to bridge the distances between one another
intentionally so as to bring care, hope, support, and challenge to adolescents.
For Christian adults in particular, this means shifting to understand youth ministry
as a ministry for the whole Church. It cannot continue to be the sole responsibility of
youth-ministry programs. It is impossible for one, or even a handful, of youth
leaders/pastors effectively to guide hundreds of youth in the ways they need to develop a
faith that can be deep enough to move beyond their first faith context and make a
difference for their whole life.28 Also, bringing redemption (serving as Jesus’s suffering
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death among teenagers. “Depression in Teens,” Mental Health America http://nmha.org (accessed
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friends) to youth is hard, emotional, and exhausting work, even as it can be rewarding. It
is impossible for only a few to take on what so many adolescents need. By working as the
whole Church to come alongside adolescents and walk with them29—whether they are
thriving or marginalized—adults have a greater chance of making a difference with the
Millennial generation as a whole.
Such an effort, in order to be effective, will also require focusing on developing
depth along the faith pilgrimage by living what is believed to be “truth,” more often than
presenting it. We cannot have the primary objective within discipleship be to get kids
“saved”—to accept Jesus into their life—and then expect that such a “truth” will form
them on its own. God calls us to merge with others because God uses people to be an
integral part of the faith-defining process. When adults connect with the adolescent
context, they can impact young people’s faith in Jesus to be formational throughout the
rest of their lives.
The Church must recognize that Christ is already working and present in, around,
and for adolescents (whether they realize it or not) and must seek to join in that work.
Christians often assume that if we talk enough about God’s love, young people will get it,
that they will see it on their own. Sometimes this is the case, but most often the
information is too far removed from young people’s experience, (and, even if it seems
they understand it theoretically, it often takes only one crisis for belief to unravel). If
Christians only talk about God being loving, awesome, mysterious, and personal through
Christ without providing any context for adolescents to know love as they experience it
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from others, then God is an invisible force that has no connection to a love they are
already experiencing (such as a kind of love they already experience through parents,
friends, neighbors, coaches, teachers, etc.). This means God will also be unrelated to
other things they will encounter, particularly the dark and alienating experiences. Or,
many times adolescents have not even experienced love, forgiveness, or healing at home
or within friendships. This makes it even more confusing and difficult for adolescents to
imagine the kind of sacrificial, merciful, and empowering love that having faith in Jesus
is supposed to bring. A system of belief unrelated to experience has no roots to thrive,
and therefore, in any other context it will be irrelevant and distant.
This problem of a belief system unrelated to experience/action is something
many Christian educators, leaders, and researchers are beginning to acknowledge and
address as an issue for both adolescents and adults.30 One response is a call for the
development of a “practical theology.” This is defined as the process of figuring out how
biblical and theological truths and insights apply to specific contexts and then responding
to those contexts in light of those truths. It is an ongoing process because the culture is
always changing and fluid, and there are cultures and sub-cultures throughout any
society. Thoughtful reflection and continued learning are needed to address specific
contexts, and that includes asking and seeking answers to questions such as: What are the
issues of the present community? What is the community make-up and what kinds of
people live here? What are the ethnic and economic realities, and what are the narratives
30
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and stories that have formed and shaped these people? How are families functioning (or
not), and what are their school systems like? How are community organizations and
churches addressing (or not addressing) physical needs?
These kinds of questions then meet biblical exegesis, which is how Christians
interpret the Bible as God’s Word that informs our response to God’s action in the world.
Practical theology isn’t linear. It includes people and places, the Holy Spirit, Scripture,
and the Church going round and round, again and again. It is “constant dialogue and
interpretation, communal reflection and challenge, and a never-ending quest to hear
God’s voice and follow his call.”31
Chap Clark, a professor of youth, family, and culture at Fuller Theological
Seminary, put it this way:
In my experience, never before has there been such a disconnect between what we
say we believe as followers of Christ and how our graduates [youth ministry
graduates] actually put it into practice in ‘real life.’ The greatest need facing
future youth pastors and ministers is learning how to discover and then internally
incorporate a theologically-driven discernment process so that they may be
somewhat confident to know what it means to first live day-to-day as a follower
of Jesus Christ, and then teach and lead others in their communities, young and
old alike. This is the essence of the practical theology task.32
One way Christian communities can participate in this kind of practical theology
is to adopt experiential learning as a way for teaching and developing both faith and
action in the Christian life. Discipleship methods have primarily relied on a passive,
information-heavy didactic, that is: teach, then do. The Church adopted this teaching
style from mainstream society, and it is time to move back toward what Jesus employed:
a do-and-then-teach method that relies on process. Considering how the reality of
31
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information overload is changing people to need to be shown the truth,33 it is only by
swapping that rhythm (do, then teach) that Christian adults will be able to consistently
and successfully engage and develop adolescents along the faith pilgrimage. By adults’
doing so, adolescents will be able to develop a faith that matters for their everyday
contexts at school, home, work, with peers, and while participating in activities (i.e.
sports, music, drama, and engagement with technology.) When process is seen as more
important than right answers, young people will have more freedom to question, doubt,
make mistakes, and discover alongside adults who care, nurture and challenge them.
Experiential learning as a method for developing a process of instruction and
integration complements the call for developing a practical theology. Experiential
learning can act as a catalyst to spark learning and transformation along the discipleship
pilgrimage and help Christians develop depth among one another, including adolescents
and children, as well as with the people within their communities.
Developing an Active Discipleship Through Experiential Learning
Presently, Christians primarily practice discipleship by disseminating knowledge
and perceived truth in an information-heavy, lecture-style didactic. Sunday-morning
services, evangelistic and inspirational speakers, youth-ministry programs, and even
some small-group/Bible studies, all rely primarily on this system of teaching. By relying
only on this kind of teaching, Christians have created a culture of learning that is
primarily passive reception of content. We are formed by that process, whether we like it
or not. This passive method tends to perpetuate a discipleship of belief that often does not
cultivate a faith continuously informing our actions. When Christian teaching is passive
33
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and centered within four walls, it is too easy to allow what happens “in” church to define
what faith is. This is an issue affecting not only the younger generations, but adults as
well.
The evangelistic message of salvation that is based on an individual
acceptance/conversion as the end goal can also form people to be passive believers within
this style of teaching. For when salvation is presented and received as a one-time decision
for the sake of a life that starts after death, believers do not learn what difference their
faith in Jesus should make in the everyday life of home, school, and work. This also
includes decisions relating to finances, stewardship of resources, technology, and
relationships.
Conversion/acceptance must be seen as the beginning of a journey. Viewing
discipleship as a pilgrimage can help orient Christians to a faith that matters for today as
well as for the future. This orientation must include changing from a passive faith to an
active discipleship. To do this, Christians can focus on the importance of integrating
experiences as the main way to learn and absorb beliefs.
When looking for a model to reframe the process of learning by experience, the
youngest ones among us are the best examples. Humans are born with senses that enable
them to learn many things, in many different ways, and sometimes all at once.34 How
does one teach a baby how to smile? You smile at her. How does one teach a baby how to
walk? You walk with him. Babies are the models of how we learn. They do not learn by
passive reaction to the environment, but by active testing through observation,
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hypothesis, experiment, and conclusion.35 It is in adulthood that we give those steps
names, but this process happens naturally in both simple and complex ways. As
mentioned earlier, over the last few hundred years, the ways of learning and teaching
shifted from walking with and doing together to being talked at. To counteract this kind
of passivity, Christians need intentionally to move toward Christ and one another
physically and emotionally by leaning into natural ways of learning. Learning by
experience as a way of truly absorbing truth is perhaps what Jesus alluded to when he
said: “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God
belongs to such as these. Truly I tell you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of
God like a little child will never enter it.”36
Movement and imitation, then, must be included in the rhythm of experience and
reflection. Both of which are often in direct contrast to the immobility and distractedness
of certain technologies, such as computers (immobility) and cell phones (distractedness).
The technological culture has the potential to short-circuit a reflective rhythm when we
allow ourselves to be constantly immersed in fast-paced, shallow, and distracting tools
and media. However, with reflection and repetition when engaging with information and
interacting with one another, the chances of remembering and learning from both are
greatly increased.37 To add depth to a life along the pilgrimage, Christians will need to
focus on experiential learning as the primary way to live and learn what faith in Jesus
Christ means. Including certain methods of experiential learning such as adventure

35

Medina, Brain Rules, 12.

36

Lk. 18:16-17.

37

Medina, Brain Rules, 126-133.

67
learning, service-learning, and storytelling38 helps define a focus on actively living faith
together by doing even simple things, and taking time to reflect on them. Some examples
include: serving regularly at a soup kitchen, tutoring small children, cultivating a
community garden, picking up trash, providing resources for shelters and the homeless,
developing a partnership with social services, opening space for adolescents after school,
funding scholarships, coordinating hikes and retreats, sharing testimonies or bearing
witness to personal transformation, or initiating an adopt-a-college-student program
within a college community.
Incorporating the role of experience in a life of faith can also be framed as simply
being obedient. This is how Dallas Willard explores the topic of discipleship and
obedience when he pinpoints the disconnect within Christian practice between knowledge
and action. He writes that the great omission from the interpretation of the great
commission is actually being obedient to Jesus’ teachings, and teaching others to do the
same.39 Obedience means action, movement, and integration. Jesus told his followers to
make disciples by teaching them to follow the Way he lived. Willard quotes A.W. Tozer,
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“Salvation apart from obedience is unknown in the Scriptures.”40 Willard expounds upon
that point by adding: “there is absolutely nothing in what Jesus himself or his early
followers taught that suggests you can decide just to enjoy forgiveness at Jesus’ expense
and have nothing more to do with him.”41 Willard suggests that we are not only saved by
grace, but we are paralyzed by it.42 By focusing on the Gospel only as forgiveness of sins,
we develop a tendency to make the Gospel message personal and not communal,
heavenly but no earthly good. Jesus did a lot of “earthly” good in his ministry, not just
spiritual good. Jesus’s early followers were known for being followers of a Way of life
that coincided with a certain belief about Christ.43
As followers of Christ we should be seeking together to discern what faithfulness
looks like in various aspects of our lives—in our involvement in the local church,
our relationships with family and friends, our care for the needy and suffering, our
various roles as citizens and stewards (financial and environmental) and our
enjoyment of recreation and the arts. There is a lifetime of discipleship ahead as
we seek to discern the various callings of God to us for life in his world. There is
great joy in discovering that, in a Christian view, every life matters, that everyday
life matters, and that we are not left without some sense of what really matters in
life.44
Seeking what faithfulness means in various aspects of life requires a whole
lifetime of learning and growing. “We need to get to a place of being teachable, because a
disciple is a learner, a student, an apprentice, a practitioner,”45 argues Willard. The great
commission needs to be understood in light of how Jesus “made disciples,” as opposed to
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the perspective that the Christian calling is to save people and guarantee them eternal life
with God. That seems a much harder job than simply teaching people how to live like
Jesus—which is hard enough in and of itself. “Making disciples” should not be viewed
from an industrial, assembly-line perspective of making.46 Jesus spent three years
walking dusty roads with his followers. He talked to people and brought healing. He
taught in a variety of places: in homes, on mountainsides, in synagogues, on the street, in
boats, on the water, and by wells. He showed that sometimes challenging authorities, or
the status quo, is necessary. He knew what it meant to take risks, for he came face-to-face
with assassination plots, as well as rigid people who were unwilling to listen to him. It
was from all these experiences and more that the disciples learned about Jesus.
The forerunners of experiential education began writing and challenging the
educational system over the last forty years.47 As alluded to previously, Christians
actually have a much older example to follow through Jesus, but now we can more fully
understand the brilliance of Jesus’s methods. David A. Kolb, one such forerunner of
experiential education, wrote: “learning from experience is the process whereby human
development occurs. This developmental perspective forms the basis for applications of
experiential learning to education, work and adult development.”48 Learning is lifelong,
and it is through experiences of all kinds that humans grow and develop through their life
stages. The central idea Kolb worked with is:
Learning, and therefore knowing, requires both a grasp or figurative
representation of experience and some transformation of that representation.
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Neither are sufficient by themselves. Something must be done with the
experience. Transformation cannot represent learning, for there must be
something to be transformed, some state or experience that is being acted upon.49
In other words, experience and learning are intertwined and rely one upon the
other. A person learns from experience—that is what we understand as transformation.
There are a handful of significant insights from Kolb’s work that complement the
brain research explored earlier, which further validates the necessity of experience for
learning and transformation. The first is that experience is the process of human
development. Brain research shows that this is centered specifically within memory,
which requires deep thinking, reflection, and rest. The second is that learning is life-long.
Brain research confirms that physiologically, it is possible to learn throughout one’s
whole life. A third is that people learn differently according to their personalities, and
therefore people will experience events, information, or even people, differently. Current
theories of brain science add that people also process events differently because of their
own previous experiences.50 Finally, movement is essential to memory and
development.51 Experiential education relies upon the belief that physically including our
bodies in learning increases the rate of retention. For people of all ages, any kind of
exercise or physical activity physiologically boosts brainpower and the capacity for
deeper concentration and for longer spans of time.52
It is important that the Church respond to the ways technological culture inhibits
the formation of a deep faith that is supposed to make a difference in all aspects of
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individual and communal life. Learning from various methods of experiential education
and combining resources for the purpose of faith development is a good first step. For if
learning by experience is at the core of development, then faith development relies upon
the same process. Experiential learning rests upon the belief that no matter the activity or
method, experiential activities “succeed in building a level of awareness that is
unparalleled precisely because they are not just ‘talk’ but often gut-wrenchingly powerful
events.”53 One author described experiential learning simply as “the involvement of
learners in concrete activities that enable them to experience what they are learning
about, and the opportunity to reflect on these activities.”54 Coming from a Christian
perspective, it is exciting to consider creative ways to engage both Christians and nonChristians. One such experimenter writes:
Even using experiential learning in modest ways can be a radical departure from
the traditional methods of preaching and catechesis [oral religious instruction, not
limited to confirmation] that are the only types of Christian education with which
people have been familiar…. Lectures, essays, sitting in rows, handouts with lots
of text, abstract-sounding questions to discuss in groups, all need to be avoided.55
To heed this advice, there are many experiential resources available to glean from,
as well as many active communities who live a pilgrim’s way of life together. Christians
and churches can utilize, adjust, and exemplify according to their context. For instance,
certain methods of experiential education such as adventure learning, service-learning,
and storytelling are excellent ways to engage young people and foster reflection and
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participation for the purpose of developing depth.56 Incorporating these as primary
methods of teaching, a youth group might restructure meetings to take place on a
Saturday morning so adults can participate in hikes or service trips that surround specific
Scripture passages. Or, a pastoral team might commit to developing a mentoring network
within a church or local community that includes training adults to minister to
adolescents. Such a program might include bringing in adults from within the church or
community to share their story/testimony, followed by actively playing or serving
together. Changing a teaching style might even look like one Sunday a month collectively
redefining “worship service” to include raking leaves together, picking up trash, or taking
on building projects/renovations for low-income housing units. When Christians
understand the importance of intentionally living an active discipleship together focused
on learning through experiences, the biblical truths of love, reconciliation, hope,
forgiveness, mercy, and compassion can better inform all aspects of life. This
reorientation encourages all different kinds of communities to seek to develop depth in a
kaleidoscope of ways that redefines how we communicate with one another and spend
time together, to how we rest and reflect, to why we are called to help one another in
need and make a difference in the world around us.
Some inspiring examples of groups currently living out discipleship as pilgrimage
are intentional communities within the New Monastic movement. They are an eclectic
group of intentional Christian communities who aspire to live together following a certain
way of life, which inevitably leads them to live a more active, experience-based life of
56
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faith together. The movement as a whole seeks to integrate these core ideals: submission
to the larger Church, living with the poor and outcast, living near community members,
hospitality, nurturing a common community life and a shared economy, peacemaking,
reconciliation [multi-cultural and communal], care for creation, celibacy or monogamous
marriage, formation of new members along the lines of the old novitiate, and
contemplation.57 They create a sense of belonging by sharing in these kinds of spiritual
and communal practices together. They view their faith in Christ as what informs their
daily interactions with one another, their advocacy for the poor and marginalized around
them, and the inclusion of all ages into their activities.58 These communities have to
intentionally work through conflicts within the group because they live in close proximity
and share life together,59 but this kind of perseverance in relationships is part of the
transformative process within the community that informs their call to work through
conflict in the greater cities in which they are located. They distinctly choose to move
through conflict toward reconciliation, knowing that transformation happens in that
process. In a technological culture that makes it easy to delete, de-friend, avoid, or
communicate solely through electronic media, their example of managing conflict for the
sake of growth and formation is a wonderful aspect of developing depth within their
communities.

57

Rob Moll, “The New Monasticism,” Christianity Today,
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2005/september/16.38.html (accessed December 14, 2011).
58

Some examples of New Monastic communities are The Simple Way
http://www.thesimpleway.org; Reba Place http://www.rebaplacefellowship.org; and Castanea
http://www.castanea.org (accessed December 14, 2011).
59

Diana Leafe Christian, Creating a Life Together: Practical Tools to Grow Ecovillages and
Intentional Communities (Gabriola Island: New Society Publishers, 2003), 207.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, we have sought to show that adolescents are not fully developing
skills that are essential to their life of faith due to technological culture, isolation from
adults, and living within a fast-paced society. In order to respond to this problem, we
propose that Christians need to shift from a foundation-based system of faith
development to a journey-based pilgrimage to define discipleship. This kind of
discipleship together ultimately changes the focus of Christian identity from an individual
decision set apart from community, to also relying on the community process of
developing faith together. Communities can then recognize the importance of
intentionally making connections between adults and adolescents, and relying on
experience-based teaching methods for developing a vibrant and active faith. When
communities recognize the implications of how the technological culture is shaping the
ways in which people interact with information and one another, it is then that the
importance of making these core shifts can be seen. Our hope is that once these shifts
become more widespread, together we can network, resource, and create various patterns
of living that intentionally develop depth in all aspects of faith and life. This will include,
but is not limited to, the use of electronic technology, the ways in which Christians gather
to worship, the practice of Sabbath for rest and renewal, and how Christians seek to be
Jesus’s hands and feet as his suffering friends to the world.
Our Response: Covenant Pilgrimage
Our response to the ministry problem is the development of a discipleship
experience for college-age students called Covenant Pilgrimage. It is a seven-month
intentional community where participants will live, serve, and adventure together while
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taking online classes that center around leadership development, communication skills,
and multicultural competency. Covenant Pilgrimage will be an experience that
intentionally seeks to create depth within the technological culture by providing
mentoring and community connections, opportunities for exploring God’s creation, and
serving one another and the surrounding communities where we will live. Our hope is
that Covenant Pilgrimage will be an experience for young adults to engage both academic
learning and spiritual formation in ways that will foster depth in their life and faith.

76
SECTION FOUR: ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION
Our artifact is a twenty-six page website that presents Covenant Pilgrimage, a
seven-month discipleship journey for college-age students set within the Evangelical
Covenant Church.1 The purpose of this experience is to offer students ways to develop
depth in key aspects of their life and faith while growing up in a shallow, technological
culture.2 It is an intentional Christian community designed to create space for growth and
life-change as we seek to live, adventure, and serve together within the Kingdom of God.
The seven-month journey consists of three dynamics shared by each student:
1) Each student will be participating fully in the Covenant Pilgrimage community,
which is a nonprofit whose mission is to create space to grow spiritually while
intentionally developing three important life skills. They are leadership, communication
skills, and multicultural competency.
2) Each student will be enrolled in online classes at South Puget Sound
Community College for fall and winter terms. Fall-term classes will consist of Business
Management, Interpersonal Communication, World Religions, and CPR. Winter-term
classes will consist of Business Marketing, Intercultural Communication, Digital
Photography, and a College Success course. As each student engages the same courses
and life skills at the same time as their peers, the community will be able to explore levels
of depth together while also learning about topics that will eventually transfer to other
schools.
1

“Covenant Pilgrimage” www.covenantpilgrimage.com (accessed December 15, 2011). The
website also has links to our blog and Facebook page.
2

We see Covenant Pilgrimage as one way to embody the solution to the problem as presented in
our thesis. In other contexts the solution can be woven through partnerships between families, churches,
schools, and communities seeking to create depth in all areas of adolescents’ lives.
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3) Each student will live and adventure together as a part of this intentional
community. During the fall term we will live at Cascades Camp and Conference Center
in Yelm, WA, and we will start the year off with a Walkabout experience (a four-day
backpacking trip). For the winter term, we will meet in Chicago to visit North Park
University and participate in the Covenant Midwinter Conference. Immediately following
the conference, we will fly to Alpine Covenant Camp and Conference Center outside of
Blue Jay, CA, for the spring term. During our time together we will provide opportunities
for hiking, backpacking, sailing, and mountain climbing, as well as various servicelearning projects within the Yelm and Blue Jay areas.
Our artifact documents the following areas of interest within Covenant
Pilgrimage: overview of the program, the story behind the ministry, background of the
directors, connection with the Evangelical Covenant Church, the Walkabout experience,
weekly rhythms while at Cascades and Alpine Camps, application directions, media and
news, ways to connect with the ministry, information for parents, frequently-asked
questions, and options for donors to give.
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SECTION FIVE: ARTIFACT SPECIFICATION
Goals and Strategies
What are the main goals for the Track 02 Artifact?
•

To easily communicate the ministry of Covenant Pilgrimage to Evangelical
Covenant Church denominational leaders, partnering organizations, students,
camp directors, pastors, and churches.

How will you test a “beta version” of the Artifact and assess its success?
•

The beta version of the Artifact has already been tested prior to the submission of
this dissertation. We attempted to keep the ministry idea from going public until
the completion of this program, but in light of all the networking we have done,
the website has gone public. Once we began talking to potential partners for the
ministry, camps and community colleges, the idea spread fast.

•

It would have been nice to have a strategic plan in place for testing the interest in
the Artifact. The following is an account of how the idea behind the Artifact has
developed. It has been more of a reactive process than proactive.
1. We approached two youth pastors in the North Pacific Conference for
their feedback surrounding the idea of Covenant Pilgrimage. They were
excited about the idea. They encouraged us to connect with the
superintendent of the North Pacific Conference, Mark Novak, for further
conversation, as well as the camp directors at Cascades Camp and
Conference Center, to test their interest levels.
2. We arranged a face-to-face meeting with the director and associate
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director of Cascades Camp and Conference Center. The directors have
desired such a community to use their space in the off-season. They
declared interest in being a full partner; they even wanted to push for an
earlier start date than we had planned.
3. Matt arranged a face-to-face meeting with Mark Novak and presented the
idea. At first Mark hesitated to offer encouragement. During the past six
years, many people have presented ideas for extended young-adult
discipleship experiences. None of them was sustainable, nor could any
capture a large enough interest. Though our model was different and
showed signs of long-term sustainability, Mark wondered if we were
missing something. He pointed us in the direction of Jeff Anderson, the
Canadian Covenant leader in charge of young-adult discipleship; Paul
Lessard, the closing President of Covenant Bible College; and Keith
Hamilton, the President and CEO of Alaskan Christian College, for their
feedback about what could or couldn’t happen.
4. Matt began both phone and email conversations with Paul Lessard and
Jeff Anderson. Both were very excited with the model. The fact that it was
both sustainable and entrepreneurial gave them hope that this ministry
could launch. Paul offered to serve as a mentor in the process of
development and launching. Jeff shared his thought that he could provide
five Canadian students a year towards our goal of thirty students a year.
We shared our idea via email with many others at this time.
5. We both received an invitation to present our research to a Young Adult
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Ministry conference for the Evangelical Covenant Church in Albuquerque,
NM, in the middle of November. They could only finance the trip for one
of us, so Matt went to the three-day conference. Key people at this threeday gathering were the director of Young Adult Ministry in the
Evangelical Covenant Church, Aune Carlson; the director of Youth and
Family Ministries in the Evangelical Covenant Church, Marti Burger; and
the associate director at Alpine Camp and Conference Center, Joel Rude.
Aune and Marti loved the idea and would like to partner to make a push
for a launch date for the fall of 2013. Joel Rude was excited about offering
Alpine Camp as our second-quarter partner for the Covenant Pilgrimage
experience. During this conference, Matt was directed to contact two more
people for feedback and advice, Keith Hamilton (formerly mentioned),
and Judy Howard Peterson, the campus pastor at North Park University.
6. Matt arranged a face-to-face meeting with Keith Hamilton while he was in
Portland, OR, for a Murdock Convention. Keith offered to mentor us
through the process of development. Matt and Keith specifically dialogued
about developing a board, fundraising, and various ministry land mines
Keith has encountered along the way.
7. Matt began an email conversation with Judy Howard Peterson shortly
thereafter about Covenant Pilgrimage. She stated that she has close to
forty students every year who express interest in an experience like this.
She wants to be a full partner.
8. The previous seven points were the keys and necessary “beta version
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tests” that have occurred up to this point. Along with these important
dialogues, we have been able to connect with directors, professors, deans,
and students from Covenant Bible College, North Park Theological
Seminary professors, youth pastors, college students, and administrators
from North Park University. Nearly all have voiced positive, encouraging,
and helpful feedback for the Artifact.
How will you measure the success of your Artifact?
•

Quality of feedback from key leaders and potential partners. All signs show green
lights at this point.

•

Website use: We have not yet officially advertised or communicated to the public
that our website/Artifact is live, as the idea is still developing. Yet, even without
this exposure, the website/Artifact has generated 500 site visits plus a few
correspondents, and the number continues to grow.

•

Commitment of key leaders to partner in bringing the ministry idea to reality.

How will you adequately maintain the finished product over the long haul (of its life)?
•

The website currently serves as an information gathering point. Once the ministry
is launched, the social-media sites connected to the website will be updated daily,
weekly, and monthly by us as we share the experience together with both current
and future students, key partners, directors, and alumni. We will continue to use
the website/Artifact to reflect the life of the ministry and those involved.
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Audience
Who is the primary intended audience/user of your completed Artifact?
•

The primary use of the complete Artifact will be young adults and those
connected to them. This includes denominational leaders, partnering
organizations, parents and students, camp directors, pastors, and churches.
Although we anticipate that our audience will primarily be people connected with
the Covenant denomination, our Artifact and Covenant Pilgrimage is not
exclusive to them.

What do you want the audience/user to do/think/experience upon encountering your
Artifact?
•

We want young adults who are ready and eager for such an experience to apply or
contact us through the site to answer their questions surrounding the experience.
We want leaders, pastors, and parents who desire more information to be able to
pass the website on to young adults who may be interested in such an experience.

What task will your audience/user be trying to accomplish wherein your Artifact might be
utilized?
•

Prior to our launch date, our Artifact will serve as a place for gathering
information and promotion of the discipleship experience. We have already heard
about a few people using the Artifact in brainstorming sessions for young-adult
ministries. Once a launch date is set, the Artifact will become the hub for the
application process, answering questions, and beginning to build a social-network
community of supports, current students, and, at some point, alumni.
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Artifact Scope and Content
Define the scope of your Artifact. What will be the technical and content parameters for
your Artifact?
•

At present, our Artifact includes a twenty-six-page website connected to a blog,
Twitter, Facebook, and Google+ account.

How will the content of your Artifact be organized?
•

Our primary Artifact, the twenty-six page website presenting the idea of Covenant
Pilgrimage, documents the following areas of interest: overview of the program,
the story behind the ministry, background of the directors, connection with the
Evangelical Covenant Church, the Walkabout experience, the weekly rhythms
while living at Cascades and Alpine Camps, application directions, media and
news, ways to connect with the ministry, information for parents, frequently asked
questions, and options for financial gifts. It is also connected with interactive
social-media sites designed for future collaboration.

What special technical or functional requirements are needed?
•

We have decided to go with a Cloversites template for our website. The intuitive
design lends itself to beginning web designers like us. Cloversites provides
continual updates and new services as they are developed, and we do not have to
go through them to update, but can do all the changes on our own at anytime. No
other special requirements are needed at this time for the development of the
Artifact/website.
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Budget
What is the entire budget (line-item) for the Artifact?
•

The budget will develop as needed. The total cost we have invested up until this
point is $1,470.

What hardware and software may be required to complete the Artifact?
•

We have purchased a template from cloversites.com and do not foresee any other
requirements at this time.

Outsourcing fees?
•

A one-time logo-design fee of $200 by KG Design.

Ongoing personnel/administrative support costs?
•

$270 annually for the domain and website hosting.

How will you market or make available your Artifact to your intended audience/users?
•

At the present time, we are only communicating with a small group of key leaders
and mentors about the Artifact. When we set a launch date, the leaders within the
Evangelical Covenant Church have said we can have access to their young-adult
and youth-ministry social networks. There are approximately four hundred parttime and full-time youth pastors in the Evangelical Covenant Church. There are
over one hundred young-adult ministries connected to the denomination, as well.
On top of this, we have been given permission to advertise and present Covenant
Pilgrimage at CHIC (CHIC stands for Covenant High In Christ, a triennial youth
event that brings together approximately six thousand high-school students for a
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week of worship and formation).
•

More specifically, we will also target the high-school summer camp-counselors
within the Evangelical Covenant Church. Cascades Camp and Conference Center
alone hosts over one hundred counselors each summer.

•

We will also affiliate with North Park University in offering enrollment to
Covenant Pilgrimage for current students. Every year, many North Park
University students take a leave of absence to participate in either YWAM (Youth
With A Mission) or Torchbearer discipleship opportunities. It seems there may be
a significant niche within the North Park community for interest in Covenant
Pilgrimage.

•

We may have a unique challenge in terms of marketing. We are hoping to fill
thirty spots a year. Six years ago Covenant Bible College had over one hundred
attending. We will need to find the right mix to receive an appropriate number of
applicants, but not necessarily a tidal wave.

What is your overall marketing strategy?
•

Currently, we will be working primarily through relationships and ministries
within the Evangelical Covenant Church to target high-school graduates and firstyear undergraduates who are looking for an extended discipleship opportunity.

Standards of Publication
What are the “standards of publication” particular to the chosen media genre?
•

While the quality of a website is somewhat determined by the eye of the beholder,
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a site needs to be user-friendly, have a good balance of content, image, and media,
and create an opportunity for interaction with the user. Our expert advisor, Matt
Payne, and overall advisor, Laura Simmons, both have given green lights
signifying that we have met these standards with the website.
What is the rationale for your choices?
•

We worked with Cloversites while on staff at Coast Hills Community Church in
McMinnville, OR. We were impressed with both their user-friendly templates and
their excellent customer service. Along with these assets, Cloversites continues to
keep pace with the industry by providing high-quality additions to all of their
templates free of charge.

Action Plan
Identifying the various components of the Track 02 Artifact
•

The website is the core component of our Artifact. The website is both the home
for Covenant Pilgrimage information gathering and the application process for
interested young adults. Connected to this website is a blog, Twitter, Facebook,
and Google+ accounts.

Identifying the technical skills required to complete the Artifact.
•

The Artifact is complete and is fully functional. Currently we are gathering the
names and email addresses of those who want to be kept in the loop with the
developmental steps of Covenant Pilgrimage. We are waiting to create
conversation on the social-network sites and blog until we have an agreed-upon
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launch date for the discipleship experience.
Identifying a timeline for launch.
•

We have identified further expert training that we would both like to have prior to
launching Covenant Pilgrimage itself. Each of the following learning
opportunities will help keep costs down for students as well as allow us to provide
better care for our future students:
o National Outdoor Leadership School offers a Pacific Northwest Outdoor
Educator Training. Carla will get certified to be an outdoor guide through
this training. Cost: $4,140. Time: 31 days. Completion by August 2012.
o Wilderness Medicine Institute offers a Wilderness Emergency Medical
Technician Training. Matt will get certified in order to be our EMT onsite. Cost: $3,390. Time: 31 days. Completion by July 2012.
o San Juan Island Sailing offers an ASA Bareboat Charter Certification. We
both will participate in this training in order to provide another avenue for
adventuring and learning. Cost: $3,000 (for two). Time: one week.
Completion by June 2012.
o C. John Weborg Center for Spiritual Direction offers an in-depth training
experience on the art of spiritual direction. Carla will participate in this
training. This does not need to be completed before we launch. Cost
$7,500. Time: one-week sessions over the course of three summers.
o StrengthsQuest provides a Certificate in Strengths-Based Education. Matt
will participate in this training. This does not need to be completed before
we launch. Cost: $6,400. Time: four-month online program.
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o Meyers Briggs Type Institute offers a Certificate in MBTI I & II training.
Matt will participate in this training. Cost: $1225. Time: one month.
•

The primary variable involved in making the decision for when to launch is
considering the best timing for our family. We desire that Covenant Pilgrimage be
a family endeavor. We are currently in conversation with many families who lead
a shared ministry and also have children. Following the completion of this
Doctorate of Ministry Program, we plan on having a clearness-meeting with our
closest friends and family to begin to discern when the best timing is for
launching this ministry as a family.
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SECTION 6: POSTSCRIPT
In the fall of 2008 we sat for the first time with our new cohort members for the
class DMIN 513, Introduction to Research and Resources. One of our first assignments
was called “Sizing Up Your Topic.” We dove right into the assignment, for we were
eager to start developing the idea of a specific ministry that prompted us to take the
doctoral program in the first place. Covenant Bible College, the original inspiration
behind our Artifact, had recently closed its doors after sixty-six years of ministry focused
on the discipleship of young adults. We had originally hoped to partner with others in
rebirthing the ministry in a sustainable model. The following is the core excerpt of our
first assignment.
Our project will be to be a part of re-designing and clarifying a model that fulfills
the mission of discipling young adults in an intense community-based context for
the Evangelical Covenant Church. This includes the formulation of a curriculum
that incorporates theological education, experiential learning, and leadership
development. It includes providing a business plan that will address sustainability
for facility and finances, an analysis of what can be learned from the history of
Covenant Bible College, strengths and weaknesses, in order to explore a
partnership with North Park University.
Within the first month we interviewed denominational leaders regarding the
closure of Covenant Bible College, and after several conversations it became clear to us
that current models for small, long-term discipleship experiences were no longer
sustainable. This was mainly due to the increasing costs associated with accreditation, the
increasing costs related to the overhead of needing fully functional campus and facility,
the difficulty of credits transferring well, and the increasingly competitive process of
fundraising. The combination of all of these things was crippling to small schools who
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did not have access to federal financial aid. Our dream came to a quick end… or so we
thought.
Upon reflection, this was a critical moment in our learning, development, and
overall purpose within the doctoral program. Up until that point, our understanding of
what made Covenant Bible College such a fruitful space was directly connected with the
model of the institution. We were focused on solving the problems preventing the model
from existing instead of giving attention to the uniqueness of current young adults, the
challenges of discipleship in our culture, and the new opportunities on the horizon.
At the end of our first year (2008), we realized we needed to change our direction
from exploring a model to exploring what specific aspects about Covenant Bible College
were meaningful and fruitful. As a result, for the remaining two years of the coursework
we focused on researching intentional community; the strengths and needs of the
Millennial generation; pilgrimage as a metaphor for the journey of faith; how to be
present in the “now” within a culture that is so fast-paced; experiential learning; rites of
passage; mentoring; spiritual direction; and life coaching. As we explored the meaningful
aspects of what made CBC unique, we also realized there were some specific challenges
arising for discipling young people in the 21st century because of technological changes
that our culture has experienced in the last ten years. This led us to incorporate brain
science into our research as we sought to understand how people are being formed by the
use of current technologies. During those two years of research we realized that the kind
of discipleship experience Covenant Bible College provided and fostered is still
needed—but a new wineskin would need to be made that could hold the changes and
responses required for our times.
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After the two years of research and course work that lasted from 2008 to 2010, we
took a leave of absence from the doctoral program in order to move towns for a new job.
We had resigned our positions working as youth pastors for Coast Hills Community
Church for a variety of financial and personal reasons, and in July 2010 Matt took a job
working within the Registrar’s office at George Fox University.
However, our dream and work up until that point was never far from our minds.
We continued to read and research our topic and vision (which is what developed into
Covenant Pilgrimage). In fact, it was actually through the experience of working at the
Registrar’s office that we began discussing the importance of credits transferring for
students during their year of discipleship. Matt worked with a variety of students who
took a year of discipleship at Torchbearers or YWAM. George Fox University had
customized a gracious transfer plan for those credits, but the credits still came in
primarily as electives. Given the cost of higher education, especially at private liberal-arts
universities, students are trying to find a way to fit in more with less. Most major course
plans at colleges and universities mandate four years of requirements, with little room for
planned electives. In the current setup, students who take a year of discipleship will still
need to complete an additional four years of credits to complete the degree requirements
for a major. Students tried angle after angle to get credits transferred in from their
discipleship experiences differently, but it couldn’t be done in the existing models. While
seeing this pattern, we realized that it would be in the students’ best interest if we could
offer credits that would easily transfer from whatever discipleship experience we were
offering.
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It was within this mind-frame that we began the development of a potential model
for the discipleship experience that relied on partnerships. In a sense, we were
resurrecting our old dream into a new context. The new model would require partnerships
such as with a university that would allow us to teach classes that could directly transfer,
possibly as a special extension of the university. At that time, the only university that
could potentially benefit from such a partnership and encourage interest in the experience
with students was North Park University. Since many Covenant Bible College students
ended up at North Park University in the past, there was a history that we saw the
potential to build on. Our experience and interests required weaving outdoor experiences
into the discipleship journey. This would mean the creation of an alternative campus,
ideally in the Pacific Northwest. However, in the end, that model didn’t get much traction
due to the large amount of capital that would be required for start-up. That model would
have required students to be enrolled at North Park University during the discipleship
journey, which meant that it would also have pushed the whole discipleship experience
well outside of the affordable price range we had envisioned.
During the exploration of the NPU-partnership model, an idea was shared with us
about a discipleship experience potentially taking place at a camp. The Evangelical
Covenant Church has a number of camps and conference centers that now function yearround. We decided to explore that as a possibility, and began to communicate with two
camps. It was exciting to discover that they were both very interested in hosting a
discipleship experience for young adults. However, we realized that if we sought a
partnership with North Park University using the camp, the price-point would still be too
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high. It was then that we began to seek other options for students earning credits that
would transfer well.
The job within the Registrar’s Office brought about the next key development in
the Artifact. Matt noticed a pattern of undergraduate students taking general-education
courses, and major courses, online from junior-colleges while enrolled at George Fox
University. The tuition of the junior college courses is a fraction of the cost when
compared to private and public universities. The convenience of online courses allows
students to have flexible schedules if needed. With this in mind, we began to develop the
idea of having students enroll in a junior college while at the same time sharing in a
communal discipleship experience. This would ensure credits transferring well and would
also give students access to federal financial aid for these credits (and potentially room
and board). The partnerships we are currently seeking to involve in the process are
Cascades Conference Center, Alpine Camp and Conference Center, and South Puget
Sound Community College.
The major triumph of this Artifact/Covenant Pilgrimage is in the mutual benefits
for all the partners involved. We hope to cap the community of students to thirty per year.
South Puget Sound Community College would get an additional thirty students per
quarter taking full credit loads. This equates to an additional $80,000 in revenue to the
community college each year. As hosts for the experience, Cascades and Alpine Camps
and Conference Centers would see a boost in revenue as well, by having a group of
energetic young people to help serve as retreat staff on the weekends. The Evangelical
Covenant Church also sees the potential of Covenant Pilgrimage being a great way for
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discipling young adults from all across the nation. It is a win-win-win for the primary
partners involved.
The major shortcomings in this Artifact relate to timing. The development of this
idea was forged by the deadlines related to the dissertation process. As we proceeded
with conversations with key partners about the possibility, the question turned from a
“What-if …” on our end, to a “When?!” from the partners. The Evangelical Covenant
Church would like to see Covenant Pilgrimage launch the fall of 2013. The idea of the
ministry has spread throughout national and regional denominational leadership. We
sense a level of momentum propelling us forward, but at this point in time all we can
really focus on is finishing the doctoral program. Practically speaking, we had hoped to
complete a few more training opportunities in wilderness travel and safety, spiritual
direction, and life coaching before we would launch this ministry. We have about
$40,000 worth of training still to complete, along with approximately the same amount in
school loans to pay off, before we feel as though we would be able to launch from a place
of strength and sustainability. Another shortcoming (or interesting opportunity,
depending how one looks at it) is the reality that as a family we would need to be
consistently nomadic for seven months of the year. The pace and expectations of the
nomadic lifestyle of Covenant Pilgrimage fit wonderfully with young adults, but it would
certainly have its challenges for thirty-year-old parents with a young child, Ava (who is
currently four). However, God has formed both of us in ways that would fit well to live
such a life—including how we have raised Ava up until this point. In many ways, we are
like first-time-parents-to-be with this ministry opportunity that is showcased in our
Artifact. We have hopes of what it could be, and have trained to be ready for what may
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come, but we won’t really have a full grasp of what life is like or the certain changes it
would bring until the “baby” is born.
As we are finishing up the writing phase of our dissertation, we have both come
home with new books that we would have loved to include in our Written Statement. For
the sake of sanity, we returned those books to the library (and put them on a list to read
after graduation)! Therefore, if we (or someone else interested in similar subjects) were to
do another dissertation one area for further research would be the unfolding area of brain
science that addresses memory and the human capacity for remembering and how that
connects with the technological culture we live in. Another area we would like to explore
is the increase of mental-health issues, especially depression, within the current youngadult population—particularly for how to deal with them in a communal setting.
Unfortunately, time and resources limit what we can do here, but we will continue to
learn as we go and rely upon related work that we trust other people will put forth in the
future.
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APPENDIX A: MAIN PAGES OF COVENANT PILGRIMAGE WEBSITE
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APPENDIX B: DYNAMICS OF MENTORING
The pilgrim way of discipleship is a faith journey that relies as much on
community interaction as it does on individual spiritual growth. We have previously
shown the need for more adults to come alongside adolescents and be involved in their
everyday lives. Connecting with adolescents as mentors is one way of doing so.
Adult mentors can have a variety of roles, such as: “a companion on the way,
guru, spiritual director, guide, growth-buddy, co-discerner, spiritual father or mother,
listener, spiritual midwife, confessor, sponsor, or tutor.”1 In order to be able to live into
one or more of these roles, it will be important for adults to be able actively to weave
relationship, content, and context within a mentoring relationship. These three aspects of
mentoring are not formulaic in requiring that one always come before the other in a linear
pattern. Relationship is key between mentor and mentee, but they are all equally
important and together make a pattern unique between every mentor/mentee.
Relationship
“The millennial generation is most profoundly touched by authenticity and example.”
Daniel Eegler2
When asked what is most gained from having a mentor, a kaleidoscope of sixty
people said the number one thing was relational connection to the mentor.3 The best

1

Ray Simpson, Soul Friendship: Celtic Insights into Spiritual Mentoring (London, Great Britain:
Guernsey Press, 1999), 3.
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Daniel Egeler, Mentoring Millennials: Shaping the Next Generation (Colorado Springs, CO:
NavPress, 2003), 12.
3

We took a survey of sixty people who had been in a mentoring relationship, either as the mentor,
mentee, or both.
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mentors do not necessarily have the highest levels of expertise or the most diverse skill
set, but instead understand the art of relating.
Some argue that relationship is actually the most important dynamic of mentoring.
Brockbank and McGill are two such authors. They define the relational process of
mentoring as reflective learning: “When we really learn, particularly that which is
potentially transformatory [sic], we lay ourselves open to uncertainty which can lead us
to be (temporarily) unstable. For the feelings that uncertainty can engender, we need
conditions of safety that ensure those expressed feelings are not taken advantage of.”4
The need for such a safe environment reveals that the development of trust is central to
mentoring adolescents. Trust enables both the mentor and mentee to be open so as to
allow growth and learning to happen. There is no formula for developing trust. However,
being a compassionate, honest, and caring presence in an adolescent’s life is a good place
to start.
Developing an “incarnational” view of ministry is an asset for understanding and
developing this kind of relational, person-to-person contact. Jesus Christ came into the
world relationally to connect every person’s life to God by eradicating sin and death. His
caring, compassionate, challenging, and inspiring presence as God incarnate is a
cornerstone for informing our actions with young people. The Gospel of John beautifully
describes this God who entered our world to engage us personally:
The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his
glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace
and truth… Out of his fullness we have all received grace in place of grace
already given. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came
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Coaching (Philadelphia, PA: Kogan Page Limited, 2006), 31.
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through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who is
himself God and is in closest relationship with the Father, has made him known.5
The incarnation expressed in the Gospel of John is essential, but it needs to be
balanced with the Holy Spirit’s ongoing work in and through us every day. In 1 John 4:721, the author builds on the truth of the Word made flesh by calling us not only to believe
but to practice living out God’s love—a kind of love God reveals through the birth, life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one
has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is
made complete in us. This is how we know that we live in him and he in us: He
has given us of his Spirit… This is how love is made complete among us so that
we will have confidence on the day of judgment: in this world we are like Jesus.6
Andrew Root, in his book Revisiting Relational Youth Ministry, re-orients a
theology of “incarnation” as a theological guide for youth ministry by using theologian
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s concept of “place-sharing.”7 Root challenges adults to see the
incarnation taking place in and through us, just as the author of 1 John describes. Root
critiques the relational youth-ministry philosophy that turns relationships into a tool for
influence:
Ministry is not about ‘using’ relationships to get individuals to accept a “third
thing,” whether that be conservative politics, moral behaviors or even the gospel
message. Rather, ministry is about connection, one to another, about sharing in
suffering and joy, about persons meeting persons with no pretense or secret
motives. It is about shared life, confessing Christ not outside the relationship but
within it.8
5

John 1:14, 16-18.
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Instead of viewing relational ministry as the key to influencing young people to
accept Christ, Root argues we need to see relational ministry located in the fullness of the
truth of the incarnation—which means there is no third party. Instead, “I am Christ to
you,” and “you are Christ to another.” We live this out by following Jesus’s example of
place-sharing—when one person stands in the place of another, acting fully on his or her
behalf, placing ourselves fully in the reality of the other, refusing to turn from their
horrors, their pains, and their challenges.
Coming alongside adolescents in their world can be a challenging process because
place-sharing is often listening more than advising and bearing pain more than fixing
problems. One author describes the challenge of this process well: “Working on the inner
life is like trying to repair an airplane while it is in flight.”9 Another likens the process to
a difficult dance: “Mentors dance an intricate two-step because they practice the art of
supporting and challenging more or less simultaneously.”10
Such a dance, or work in progress, relies upon the sacred task that a mentor has
for including both nurturing and challenging. At times this is tilling the soil, like the
process of getting to know someone. Sometimes it is pruning, such as giving honest,
critical feedback about areas of the mentee’s life that need changing. Other times it is
clearing out the surrounding brush so the sun can shine through, such as addressing
painful experiences in order to grow and heal from them.
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At points along the way of relational development, most adolescents will open up
and be willing to receive guidance and direction—which leads us to content.
Content
Education is not filling a bucket but lighting a fire.
William Butler Yeats
Prior to our research, we assumed that the most important dynamic in the
mentoring process was the sharing of wisdom, or the passing on of a skill or art. Yet, the
more time we spent with adolescents the more we found that the mentoring they needed
was not primarily skill or competency-based, but centering-based. Adolescents live in a
time with incredible momentum, and most are off-balance when it comes to riding the
fluid changes of the technological culture.
The work of Sharon Daloz Parks is instrumental in addressing the need for a
centering-based mentoring. She raises the question: “Are we preparing the next
generations to become consumers of stuff (including knowledge, credentials, success,
opportunities, experiences, etc.) rather than stewards and creators of culture—that is,
citizen-leaders committed to the common good?”11
This common good is not sought after by first passing on competencies in today’s
arts and sciences, nor is it in the acquisition of skills. Although those tools are necessary,
adolescents need to spend time with mentors who help them to be centered while they
ride the currents of culture. The process of passing on skills and competencies is certainly
important, but the development of beliefs/values and identity/mission with content should
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inform the mentor as to what actual skills and competencies are needed to be learned, not
the other way around.
Daloz Parks would suggest that to help develop both values and skills,
adolescents need more time wrestling with the large, life questions with which each
human inevitably comes face to face at some point. Behind so many of adolescents’
pursuits is the desire to have life questions addressed, but many do not have chances to
do so. These questions include:
Who do I really want to become? How do I work toward something when I don’t
even know what it is? Am I lovable? Who will be there for me? Why is suffering
so pervasive? What are the values and limitations of my culture? Who am I as a
sexual being? Do my actions make any real difference in the bigger scheme of
things? Do I want friendship, partnership, marriage? What is my society, or life,
or God, asking of me? What is the meaning of money? Is there a master plan? Am
I wasting time I’ll regret later? What constitutes meaningful work? Will I ever
really heal? What do I want the future to look like—for me, for others, for my
planet? What is my religion? Do I need one? What are my real talents,
preferences, skills, and longings? When do I feel most alive? Where can I be
creative? How am I complicit in patterns of injustice? Will I always be
stereotyped? What do I really want to learn? Do I want to bring children into the
world? How do I discern what is trustworthy?12
To engage these questions with adolescents does not necessarily mean coming up
with answers that will stand for their entire lives. To wrestle with these questions means
giving attention to them, naming things that influence life, and bringing hope where there
is none. This will come most often by listening and encouraging, for the process of
developing core values based on belief and action takes time.
While we were working at North Park University, Jonathan Heaps, an undergrad
philosophy student, frequently sat in our living room discussing similar life questions.
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His reflection of our time together perfectly articulates the need adolescents of all ages
are experiencing:
I can’t tell you how great it is to be able to talk about these things with you both.
College is a time that our society gives and expects young people to become
adults. The ironic part about the whole thing is that this is the time that we are
most surrounded by our peers and not adults. I get maybe five minutes with my
professors face to face in passing, but for the rest, my questions get kicked back
and forth by other eighteen to twenty-two year olds. We have good ideas, but not
much experience. What I really need is someone older than me to engage with
and talk about meaning in life.13
Adolescents need people who will grapple with their ideas, listen, hear their pain,
offer compassion, celebrate, and share their own life lessons and skills. Adolescents need
people who will walk to the cliff’s edge with them and gaze upon things in wonder. Parks
addresses this shared discovery when she writes: “We discover ourselves again on the
edge of our knowing. Our imagination is activated, and our soul leans into another turn in
the motion of our becoming.”14 This becoming has a purpose, and it is essential that
adults and adolescents interact to a point where we are integral parts of one another’s
“becoming.” This reality is connected with the final thread needed within a mentoring
relationship, context.
Context
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Tell me, I will forget. Show me, I will remember. Involve me, I will understand.
Lao-tzu
The final thread of context is, unfortunately, a concept of mentoring that many
mentoring adults (including us) have failed to understand. The application part of
mentoring often gets muddled in the tension between the differences of the adult and
adolescent worlds. Most mentors tend to share things from within their framework and
their context, without allowing the context of the mentee also to contribute to the
relationship and learning. The context of the mentee (in this case, the combination of the
technological culture and the adolescent world) needs to be the place where
competencies, skills, and wisdom get lived out and practiced. Adult mentors need to
participate in an adolescent’s world on multiple levels in order truly to make a long-term
impact on an adolescent’s life of faith, as well as give authority or meaning to any
content or emotional support offered. This includes observing, as well as participating,
within an adolescent’s various aspects of life.
One thing we noticed through ministering to youth is that they tend to
compartmentalize life, including who they are within various settings. By developing a
faith that makes a difference for things that happen every day, mentors can help
adolescents begin to develop values and traits based on their faith in Christ that inform
whatever context they find themselves in. By merging into those contexts, mentors can
better see who that young person is, how they act, and both nurture and challenge ways to
embody a kind of faith that grounds their actions around love, compassion, forgiveness,
and purpose. Having a mentor who can be an active participant will help center an
adolescent through the process of identity development. They can better lean into who
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they are becoming when they can learn to understand how their faith should define the
way they treat other people (such as family, friends, teachers, and those outside their
contexts).
Mentors also need to be willing to reciprocate and invite the mentee into their
own life contexts. This kind of reciprocity of context must include interaction that allows
a mentee to see what their mentor’s life is like, such as the mentor’s vocation, how she/he
relates with family members, experiences a challenge, or goes through a crisis. Allowing
this kind of interaction will require that mentors to learn to give themselves grace, admit
that they are not perfect, and understand that we all make mistakes. For it is often through
mistakes that we learn the most—both individually and communally. Including young
people in the process of learning how to live a life defined by belief in Jesus has to
include both the successes and the failures. The following is a story that relates how one
aspect of context (physical proximity) makes a difference within mentoring relationships:
A woman in our church who had recently re-married asked me (as the youth
pastor) to try and connect with her 17-year-old daughter, Megan. Megan was at
that time living with her sister in a town fifteen minutes away. I suggested that if
she was interested in connecting with me and becoming a part of our community,
she come and meet me and spend some time with our other high-school students
and leaders. I called Megan a few times, left voicemails, and eventually resorted
to text—to which she immediately responded. I continued to invite her to various
events, and eventually Megan came to our high-school youth group and brought a
friend. Over the course of the next three months I made the effort to drive to her
school, take Megan and her friend out to lunch, try to get to know her, and viceversa. There was one connecting point that seemed to fuel our interaction, and
that was that Megan had truly enjoyed seeing me interact with my daughter (who
was two) at youth group and liked continuing to hear about her. Because we met
only through an occasional lunch, my encouragement and advice didn’t seem to
bear any fruit toward building a relationship. Megan eventually stopped returning
my calls and texts (communicating only by text). I realized after the fact how
context makes such a difference; that the physical merging of our worlds had to
be a continuous effort for that relationship to grow. If I had lived in her town, had
more contact within her school, or had been able to interact with her core
family/living unit, we could have connected our contexts more and potentially

113
developed stronger experiences to build trust and friendship on. Without that kind
of mutual connection, though, I distinctly got the feeling that Megan was more
confused than encouraged that this “random adult” was driving fifteen minutes to
have lunch together. It saddened me that the state of our teen culture is more
surprised than encouraged when adults pay attention to them. I have since been
able to better integrate the purpose of contexts with my mentees, such as with
Karly. By getting to know Karly and her family, by attending her sporting events
and dramas, going on hikes, inviting her to coffee, or asking her to spend time
with me and my family, we have been able to develop something I know is
meaningful and long-lasting.15
The context thread highlights the importance of the mentee/adolescent’s learning
being lived out in their context, their reality. If this context piece is not kept in high
priority, at best the mentor is only creating an admirer in the adolescent. At worst, the
mentor is fostering a kind of relationship and faith development that may not be able to
withstand the shift of an adolescent’s context (such as graduating high school or entering
a new season in which the mentor is no longer present). Therefore, not only must adults
help adolescents learn wisdom and skills, we need to help them learn how to learn. Their
world changes at a rate that is staggering and only those who learn how to learn, and
unlearn, will ride the currents well.
Mentoring as a way of coming alongside adolescents is one level of the
importance of developing webs of adult support. Parents who want to foster more adult
support for their adolescents can begin by connecting with adults themselves and
nurturing community life. Adolescents need to be able to see and know other adults who
can be positive examples in their lives. They need a combination of frequent and not-sofrequent (but still meaningful) connections. In his book Sustainable Youth Ministry,
pastor Mark DeVries offers a helpful analogy for youth pastors to become the architects
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of a constellation of relationships between adults and youth.16 This is a role supportive
parents can also adopt by being proactive to provide opportunities for adolescents to see
and experience community life together. DeVries’ image of a constellation is beautiful,
for when the connecting points that bring light and hope into an adolescent’s life are
strong, when they are unique in color and consistency, and when they make patterns and
shapes distinctive to each formation, a whole new sky can be created. Within the
technological landscape that we now inhabit, it will take this kind of intentionality for
creating depth in our relationships with one another.
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